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The Mysteries of the Kingdom

(Matthew 13)

By Pastor Kelly Sensenig
Years ago the young people used to play the game “Whisper Down the Lane.” It’s interesting how the story changed. Somebody would tell a secret of some kind in the ear of the first person. They could only say it once and then the next person would follow down the line supposedly transferring the same message. However, it’s amazing how the message was changed as it passed down from person to person. The message may start like this: “You have nice ears” and by the end of the line it might be “You have wax in your ears” or “You have floppy ears.” Well, the secrets our Lord revealed have been passed down through the centuries and have not changed their meaning. And it’s these secrets that have special meaning to us who are living in the world today. In this study we are going to learn about the secrets that the Lord reveals to us as His followers. They are called the secrets or “the mysteries of the kingdom” (Matt. 13:11). 

Matthew 11-12 are pivotal chapters. Christ’s rejection by the religious leaders of Israel and their commitment of the unpardonable sin was a pivotal point in His ministry and took place about two years before the crucifixion. The leaders of the nation claimed Jesus was performing His miracles in the power of Satan and that He was a demon-possessed lunatic. This particular sin could only be committed while Christ was personally present on earth and when He was performing miracles to authenticate Himself before the nation (see Matt. 12:31-32). Following this warning Christ served notice that the generation of Jews was now under judgment because of the rejection of Him and His claims (see Matt. 12:39-42). The mystery program related to the kingdom was inaugurated as a result of the rejection of the Messiahship of Jesus and His offer of the kingdom. After the official rejection of the nation in chapter 12 (the straw that broke the camel’s back) Christ introduced these mystery parables, which actually became a sign of judgment against the nation for their rejection of Him. This is indicated by the fact that the Jewish masses of people could not understand the parables (Matt. 13:34-35). These parables were spoken on the very same day as the rejection by the nation of the Messiahship of Jesus.

Matthew 13:1-3 

“The same day went Jesus out of the house, and sat by the sea side. And great multitudes were gathered together unto him, so that he went into a ship, and sat; and the whole multitude stood on the shore. And he spake many things unto them in parables, saying, Behold, a sower went forth to sow.”  

The movements of Jesus were important (“The same day went out of the house”). This movement out of the Jewish synagogue indicates the intent of Jesus to temporarily move away from Israel and the kingdom plan and initiate another plan prior to the kingdom’s arrival on planet earth. Many Bible students see the house as picturing the nation of Israel and the sea the Gentiles. This is because the sea is many times used to picture the masses of Gentile humanity (Dan. 7:1-3; Rev. 13:1). Thus the Lord’s movement symbolizes a break with Israel and a new plan to save the masses in the sea of Gentile humanity (Matt. 12:21) by a Gospel message that would span to the ends of the earth and be preached among the Gentile nations. Our Lord is leaving the nation of Israel and turning to the world. As we will see, Jesus is now speaking of what will take place in the world until He returns as King. So the parabolic teaching about the mysteries (secrets) of the kingdom was introduced due to the nation’s rejection of Jesus as the Christ. The fact that they were hidden from the Jewish crowds became a sign that God was going to move away from Israel and eventually judge them. 

Just prior to His teaching on the mysteries about the kingdom program our Lord signified that He was changing His kingdom program by reaching out to the entire world (Matt. 12:46-50 – “whosoever”). Something was changing concerning God’s kingdom program. Although the kingdom promises of God still remained in place for Israel, the institution of the kingdom was postponed. There would no longer be an offer of the kingdom to Israel but a new program and outreach of salvation to the entire world, which would embrace the masses of the Gentile populace. Something new was in the air! A physical tie united Christ and His mother and brothers. In contrast, a tie of faith united Christ with His disciples and all who put faith in Him for salvation. By these words Christ indicted that He was temporarily setting aside Israel who was physically tied to Him and was starting a new program where all people (Gentiles) could be tied to Him by faith. Israel was being set aside and a new relationship was being instituted with people on the basis of faith rather than on the basis of physical decent or lineage.  

After the religious leaders said that Jesus performed His miracles by Satan’s power the character of Christ’s ministry changed. Instead of talking about the kingdom being “at hand” He revealed some new facts about the kingdom in a series of parables. These are called the “mysteries” concerning God’s earthly kingdom program (read Matt. 13:11). Always remember that the “kingdom of heaven” is not a reference to heaven where God’s saints depart at the time of death but to God’s earthly messianic kingdom. The context of Jesus’ earthly ministry revolved around His offer of the earthly kingdom to national Israel. The designation “kingdom of heaven” simply means that heaven will one day rule the earth during the Lord’s earthly reign. It will be a time when God’s will on earth takes place even as His will is established in heaven (see Matt. 6:10).

The Marked Timing of the Parables

The seven parables represent a specific time period since it is indicated that the events stated in the parables will be finished at the “end of the age” (vs. 39, 49). Thus we have a starting and finishing point of a specific time period. This will be a time frame when all the events stated in these parables will occur. The word “until” (vs. 30) has reference of a duration of time – “until” the end comes when the kingdom is established. There is a definite time period involved in the outworking and fulfillment of these parables. The parables of Jesus in Matthew 13 were designed to prepare the disciples for His approaching crucifixion and teach them what would take place on planet earth between the time of His official rejection by Israel and the establishment of His Kingdom on earth. The sowing efforts would occur in the “world” (vs. 38 – “the field is the world”) which would be much more extensive than just the local ministry of Christ during His day. Therefore, the sowing and seed program would take place on a worldwide basis throughout the entire age in which we live today (Church age) up to the end of the “age” (vs. 39 - Tribulation Period). 

Jesus did not intend to teach a gap of time between the beginning and the end of the harvest period and the fulfillment of these parables. Jesus was simply teaching what would occur in the world then, now, and up to the kingdom’s arrival. This is the natural understanding and flow of Christ’s thoughts in these parables. To sandwich the parables into only two time segments relating to Christ’s earthly ministry and then the Tribulation Period, bypassing the Church age, seems to miss the obvious point that our Lord was intending to make concerning the seed sowing, harvest, and corruption that would occur throughout the world. Jesus is portraying the way it would begin and end without any hint of a gap of time between the beginning and the ending. The parables are designed to teach the course and character of this present age during the King’s absence and until He returns to earth. The parables give a prophetic forecast of conditions on earth during the present dispensation while the Son is seated at the Father’s right hand.  

In conclusion, we can then view these parables as covering the period of time between Christ’s rejection by Israel (Matt. 12:14, 24) and His return to earth as the King (Matt. 23:37-39). The time element when these secret events would occur is very important. Many events and conditions would occur on planet earth between Israel’s rejection of the King and the return of the King. Or we might say these events will occur between His rejection by Israel and His reception by Israel at His second Coming (Matt. 23:39). These parables reveal what would happen on earth between Christ’s cross and crown or during the time when the kingdom program was postponed. They show how things are developing now, during the time of the King’s absence. We live in a portion of this period of time known as the mysteries of the kingdom. 

Dr. Paul Van Gorder wrote: 

“These parables tell us significant secrets about what we may expect during the exile of the King; while He has, as Luke 19 says, “gone into a far country.” 

We must remember that the Old Testament saint from their vantage point only knew about two mountains – Mount Calvary (the cross) and Mount of Olives (the kingdom). The revelation of the Old Testament spoke of the suffering of the Messiah and the return of Messiah to earth but it did not reveal the events and conditions of the world between these two earth-shaking events. There was an unknown valley between the two mountains that could not be seen. Therefore, the mysteries about the kingdom would reveal and enlighten Christ’s disciples concerning what was going to occur or take place in the valley of time between His crucifixion and Second Coming to earth and during the time while the kingdom was postponed. Jesus was revealing the sacred secrets hidden in the valley between the two mountains (Mt. Calvary and Mt. of Olives). 

Dr. Harry Ironside called this time period “The Great Parenthesis.” He meant that a great gap of time would occur between Israel’s rejection and when the kingdom would be established on earth. This great parenthesis of time was addressed in our Lord’s teaching in these mystery parables and would include the time period we are now living – the church age – which has lasted for some 2,000 years. The course of the present age (church age) is outlined in these parables as well as judgments associated with the tribulation age. Jesus is talking about the era of time that would follow the departure of the King and exist until His return to restore the same kingdom. A chart is attached to the end of this study that will illustrate this truth to us in a clear fashion. You may refer to it throughout the course of this lesson.

The Mystery of the Parables

Matthew 13:11 

“He answered and said unto them, Because it is given unto you to know the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven, but to them it is not given.” 

These parables do not portray the kingdom as present on earth in some kind of new spiritual form during the time of the King’s absence as some teach. Rather the parables teach that there will be various events occurring and conditions existing on earth prior to the kingdom’s arrival. The same literal understanding should be given to the term kingdom in these parables. The kingdom has to do with its relationship to earth and the parables simply highlight what is going to occur before the kingdom comes to earth.  These mysteries about the Kingdom are both prophetical and dispensational in nature since they describe events that are going to occur in the future before the Kingdom arrives on earth and include dispensational teaching about the Church and Tribulation Period.   

“The mysteries of the kingdom”

These parables are called mysteries (Matt. 13:11), which are related to God’s earthly kingdom program, are actually parables that tell secrets! The word “mystery” is sometimes misunderstood. It does not suggest the idea of something that is mysterious and which cannot be known or understood. Rather, the term speaks of something that is hidden (Col. 1:26 – “the mystery which hath been hid from ages and from generations”). This understanding of the word mystery is confirmed by our Lord’s own interpretation. 

Matthew 13:34-35 

“All these things spake Jesus unto the multitude in parables; and without a parable spake he not unto them: That it might be fulfilled which was spoken by the prophet, saying, I will open my mouth in parables; I will utter things which have been kept secret from the foundation of the world.” 

Now this statement should have caused great interest in the minds and hearts of His disciples. They were hearing those things that no one else had heard in the entire course of earth’s history. What a privilege it was to receive this divine revelation. In the New Testament a mystery is a spiritual truth understood only by divine revelation which was previously hidden or unrevealed in Old Testament revelation. As we are going to see the mysteries about the kingdom are sacred secrets now revealed and known only to those who are on the inside or those who learn from the Lord and obey Him. 

The mysteries about the kingdom involve something not previously revealed in conjunction with the messianic kingdom. They speak of hidden things concerning the kingdom. The seven parables reveal teachings that are in some way related to the earthly kingdom program but were previously unknown. They are teachings that have been kept secret or hidden to mankind since the foundation of planet earth. I like to call them “sacred secrets” that were connected with the teaching about the kingdom which were unknown to the Old Testament saints. The Old Testament revealed many truths regarding the earthly kingdom and the Messiah’s reign. The character and conditions during the earthly kingdom, when Messiah would actually rule and reign, was covered in much detail within the pages of the Old Testament revelation and teaching. But there was another aspect concerning the kingdom that was not revealed. It was hidden and not spoken about in all the writings of the Old Testament prophets who had previously revealed great truths concerning about the kingdom. The secrets that were now revealed about the kingdom were the various events and conditions that would take place on earth prior to the kingdom’s arrival. It’s these hidden secrets concerning the kingdom that became the content of Christ’s seven parables. In essence, Jesus let the secret out in these parables. He unfolded to the disciples and you and me today those events and conditions that would transpire prior to the kingdom’s arrival. These are events that were not previously revealed in the Old Testament. 

So the secrets or hidden truths that our Lord was revealing and unveiling were those things that would occur on earth prior to the kingdom’s arrival. These secrets were about to be unfolded and would become known as the “mysteries of the kingdom.” They are sacred secrets that are in some way connected with the kingdom’s arrival to earth. They are parables that communicate new truth about the old kingdom, the kingdom that was prophesied.  Jesus is not using the term kingdom in some kind of spiritual or altered sense. He is referring to the same kind of kingdom that He spoke about earlier in the day (Matt. 12:28). 

Stanley Toussaint remarks:

“The same kingdom is in view in Matthew 13 as the one which was proclaimed as being at hand in Matthew 3:2; 4:17, and 10:7. In chapter thirteen the King is giving additional information concerning the kingdom of heaven, information which has never before been revealed.” 

Jesus was not introducing a new form of the literal earthly kingdom (a spiritual kingdom) but new truth that was in some way related to the establishment of the same earthly kingdom. The sacred secrets about the earthly kingdom are those new events that must transpire before the earthly kingdom arrives on planet earth. They are secret things not previously revealed in connection with the arrival of the earthly kingdom. Let’s be more specific. There were certain mysteries associated with the timing and arrival of God’s kingdom program that needed to be revealed in the New Testament. The conditions, programs, and events that transpire on planet earth are preparing the world for the kingdom’s arrival (Eph. 1:10) and are termed as the sacred secrets which must run their course before the kingdom is established. Hence, they are mysteries related to God’s hidden agenda concerning His earthly kingdom program. They are not mysteries dealing with a new form of some kind of spiritual kingdom. Rather, they are mysteries related to the same earthly kingdom. The parables then describe new truth about the earthly kingdom that was not previously revealed. The kingdom is not a mystery but the events surrounding the establishment of the kingdom are mysteries. Mike Stallard writes: "However, before that time comes, some other events will take place relative to and in preparation for that kingdom."

Many interpreters have tried to turn the concept of the mysteries of the kingdom into a new spiritual phase or theocracy related to God’s kingdom program but this is not the case. The secrets are not related to a new phase, outworking, or form of the earthly kingdom (a spiritual kingdom) that was designed to take the place of the earthly kingdom during an interim period. Nor is the writer likening the mystery form of the kingdom to only the subject of Christendom (the true and the false together) as so many suggest. This may be part of the mysteries related to the establishment of the earthly kingdom but the teaching about Christendom is not a new spiritual phase or form of the kingdom. The writer never speaks of a present spiritual form of the kingdom taking place on earth or a new phase of the kingdom that overrides the literal earthly concept and understanding of the kingdom. Nor does the New Testament somehow assign any spiritual meaning to the terms “kingdom of heaven” or “kingdom of God” as some expositors suggest. The fact is that our Lord used these two terms interchangeably when speaking of the earthly kingdom and attached no spiritual meaning to them (Matt. 19:23-24). The idea that there is a spiritual kingdom established on earth today is fiction. Furthermore, there is no spiritual phase or form of the earthly kingdom being fulfilled today. The term kingdom must consistently refer to the literal earthly kingdom even when the mysteries of the kingdom are being addressed. 

Alva McClain has stated:

“Now it is true that these parables present certain conditions related to the kingdom which are contemporaneous with the present age but nowhere in Matthew 13 is the establishment of the kingdom placed within this age. On the contrary, in two of these parables the setting up of the kingdom is definitely placed at the end of the “age” (vss. 39 and 49, ASV with 41-43). And it is noted that in each of these references, our Lord is speaking as the infallible interpreter of His own parable.” 

Mike Stallard agrees when saying: 

“The kingdom must be clearly understood form the context of Matthew’s entire Gospel. John the Baptist had preached it (Mat. 3:2). Jesus had declared that it was at hand (Mt. 4:17). The disciples had been sent out to proclaim its message (Mat. 10:7). The notion of kingdom that prevails throughout Matthew is that which occupied the Old Testament prophets – the literal, political, ethnic, national kingdom promised to the nation of Israel (e.g.’ Dan. 2, 7) This eschatological kingdom is the one anticipated by Christ even after the shift that takes place in Matthew 13. The kingdom in view in all of Matthew, including chapter 13, is the eschatological kingdom of blessing when the nation will be restored. Consequently, what is in view are the responses to the proclamation of that kingdom.”  

“The kingdom of heaven”

The expression “kingdom of heaven” (literally – kingdom of the heavens”) must be understood in a literal sense. Many have tried to assign a spiritual significance to this term but it is unwarranted. Some have said it refers to heaven where God’s people go after they die. Others have said that is points to a spiritual phase of God’s kingdom program taking place on earth today before the literal earthly kingdom comes to earth. These conclusions are all false and misleading. 

Merrill F. Unger defines the kingdom of heaven as follows: 

“The Phrase ‘Kingdom of Heaven,’ literally, ‘Of the heavens’ is peculiar to Matthew and denotes the messianic rule on the earth of Christ as the Son of David. The designation is appropriate because it is the rule of the heavens over the earth (Matt. 6:10). The phrase is derived from the O.T (Dan. 2:34-36:44; 7:23-27), and it is said that the ‘God of heaven” will set up this kingdom covenanted to David’s posterity (2 Sam. 7:7-10) after the destruction of Gentile world power by the returning Christ, ‘the Stone cut out without hands.’” 

This is an excellent observation and keeps the concept of an earthly kingdom in the expression “kingdom of heaven.” There can be no doubt about the nature of the kingdom that Jesus was describing in mystery form. It was the same literal earthly kingdom that the Jews looked forward to according to their covenant program. Jesus was simply saying that there were some secrets not previously revealed about this earthly kingdom program that are now being revealed. These secrets deal with the events and spiritual climate of the world prior to the kingdom’s arrival. 

“The kingdom of heaven is like”

Parables in Scripture are stories given that illustrate truth by means of comparison. The parables of the kingdom are no different. The repeated phrase and formula, “the kingdom of heaven is like,” means that certain elements in the story relate and run parallel to truth about the earthly kingdom - See Matt. 13:24, 31, 33, 44, 45, 47. When the Bible texts refer to “the kingdom of heaven” in this chapter it is talking about the kingdom of heaven in mystery form. It refers to those hidden secrets that are associated with the earthly kingdom or those conditions and events that will occur on planet earth before the kingdom arrives. Jesus is saying that the earthly kingdom in mystery form is “like” or comparable to these things which I’m about to describe. Mark 4:30, “And he said, Whereunto shall we liken the kingdom of God? or with what comparison shall we compare it?” 

In other words, the secrets connected with my earthly kingdom program can be expressed in this way. If you want to know about the secret things concerning the kingdom that were hidden to the Old Testament prophets then let me express these secret things in this way. They are like this or comparable to this – a sower sowing seed, tares among the wheat, a mustard seed that abnormally grows to great heights, leaven that is added to meal, a hidden treasure, a pearl of great price, and a huge net dragging across the sea of humanity.    

Matthew 13:17 

“For verily I say unto you, That many prophets and righteous men have desired to see those things which ye see, and have not seen them; and to hear those things which ye hear, and have not heard them.” 
What are those things that Jesus revealed in the mystery parables about the kingdom (Matt. 13:11) that the Old Testament prophets, righteous men, and kings desired to see and know? Generally speaking the key mystery is that there is going to be a delay between the time when the kingdom is offered and the time that it is actually established. But more specifically the “mysteries” (plural) have to do with such things as the moral climate that will be upon earth and the spiritual state of people before the kingdom arrives. The mysteries concerning the kingdom address the spiritual climate, conditions, events, and programs that will occur upon planet earth prior to the kingdoms arrival. These are the things that were not revealed in the Old Testament in relationship to the establishment of the earthly kingdom. 

George Peters concurs with this idea when saying:

“… the very outskirts of the subject already force the conclusion that those mysteries refer not to the nature of the kingdom, but to the manner of it’s establishment, the means employed, the preparation for it, the time for its manifestation, and such related subjects.” 

Stanley Toussaint once again remarks:
“The parables of Matthew 13 reveal new truths involving the preparation for the establishment of the kingdom during this time of postponement which was not predicted in Daniels seventy weeks or other Old Testament prophecies.” 

Jesus also reveals that during this time, during the postponement of the kingdom, there would be the mingling of truth and error, the mingling of the true and the false, a sphere of Christian profession (Matt. 13:25) that would appear in the world that we would call “Christendom” (all religious faiths lumped together in one pile). Many people and systems that appear religious during this time, prior to the King’s arrival, would profess allegiance to the King and yet contain much that is contrary to the principles of the King. 
In the mysteries about the kingdom Jesus is going to reveal the specific events that would occur on earth paving the way for the kingdom to come upon planet earth. The mystery period is a time of preparation. It points to those events that will transpire on earth during the interim time prior to the kingdom’s arrival. Such things as the temporary setting aside of Israel (God’s treasure) and the introduction of God’s new program (the formation of the church) would occur. Between the postponement of the kingdom program and the reestablishment of the kingdom on earth there would be many conditions and events that would transpire heralding the return of the King and the establishment of His kingdom. Before the King arrives these events and conditions in the world must run their course. The Old Testament prophets wanted to know about all these events that would occur between Mt. Calvary (cross) and the Mt. of Olives (kingdom). It’s these secret things that Jesus revealed to His disciples. They were the sacred secrets about events that would transpire on earth prior to the establishment of the kingdom - events which were not made known to those people living in the past generation. They were not revealed to them and therefore the Old Testament prophets wondered what would take place between Messiah’s death and Messiah’s reign. 

1 Peter 1:10-11 states: 

“Of which salvation the prophets have enquired and searched diligently, who prophesied of the grace that should come unto you: Searching what (what specific time), or what manner of time (what kind of time or what the world circumstances will be like at Messiah’s return) the Spirit of Christ which was in them did signify, when it testified beforehand the sufferings of Christ, and the glory that should follow.” 

A key secret or mystery that the Old Testament prophets did not know was that the King was going to return to Heaven, and during His absence, before He returns to earth to establish His kingdom, the seed of God’s Word must be sown in all the world (the field – Matt. 13:38). The truth would not merely extend to the Jews in Palestine but to the entire world of Gentiles. The secret that the Old Testament prophets did not know was that in Christ’s first coming He would be rejected by the nation. He would then die on the cross, rise from death and the grave, go back to Heaven, and then come back to earth a second time to establish His kingdom. The timing and understanding about these events was unknown to them. 

The prophets saw Christ’s suffering in His first coming to earth and the golden age of the kingdom that followed His Second Coming but they did not see the valley or time period between Christ’s two appearings – First advent to earth and the Second Advent to earth. The Old Testament saints wanted to know about the timing of these two events or which event would take place first – His suffering or kingdom. They also wanted to know the amount of time that would exist between these two events (cross and kingdom). Also, the Old Testament saints wanted to know what would occur in this gap of time between Christ’s death and return to earth. These were the “mysteries” or sacred secrets about the kingdom that they did not know about but which they searched diligently. But now, for the first time Jesus was opening up the mystery to them concerning the actual timing of His death and kingdom and what was going to take place between His rejection and return to earth, between His suffering and His kingdom, between Israel’s rejection and reception of the King. This is the time period known as the mysteries about the kingdom, which nobody could know or previously discover. 

During this period of time between Israel’s rejection and His return (while the kingdom is postponed) many will reject the message of the kingdom as the parable of the sower reveals (13:3-8; 18-23). The world will be a mixture of good and evil as the parable of the wheat and tares unfolds (Matt. 13:24-30). There will also be an unnatural and alarming growth of evil that will seemingly dominate everything as depicted in the parable of the mustard seed (Matt. 13:31-32). In time the evil nature of this intervening time, prior to the kingdom’s arrival, will culminate into a leavened or evil monstrosity that defies God and all that is righteous (parable of the leaven in the meal - Matt. 13:33). During this time period Jesus as the Messiah would die for the entire world, represented by the field (vs. 38) so that He might purchase a hidden treasure in this field (Israel - vs. 44) and a pearl of great price (church – vs. 45). In the final end, just prior to the kingdom’s arrival, earth’s living population will be gathered to determine who will enter the kingdom (parable of the net – vs. 47-50). These details and the exact timing of these events were hidden secrets unrevealed in the Old Testament, as we will see.  

Since the nation rejected the Messiah Jesus began to explain the effect of this rejection by introducing these mystery teachings about the kingdom. He was giving them more kingdom insight and more kingdom-related revelation due to the nation’s rejection of Him.  

Matthew 13:51-52 

“Jesus saith unto them, Have ye understood all these things? They say unto him, Yea, Lord. Then said he unto them, Therefore every scribe which is instructed unto the kingdom of heaven is like unto a man that is an householder, which bringeth forth out of his treasure things new and old.” 

We will discuss this verse at the close of our seven parables. For now we must recognize that the old treasures refer to those things that the disciples previously heard and knew about the messianic kingdom. The new treasures refer to those teachings that Jesus had just taught about His kingdom program. They would include such teachings as the spiritual climate and condition of the world prior to the establishment of the kingdom and those events that would occur on the planet earth while the kingdom program is temporarily postponed. They would include our Lord’s teachings concerning professing followers, both good and evil, the maintaining of His national people Israel, and the creation of His church. These are things the disciples new nothing about. They were well aware of the righteousness of Messiah’s rule but not the unrighteousness that would abound before the kingdom arrives. They knew about the golden age when Messiah would rule with a rod of iron but they did not know about the church age that would occur before the kingdom arrives. 

Through these parables Jesus answered the question, “What happened to the kingdom?” The answer is that God’s kingdom will be established on earth at Jesus’ Second Coming. In the meantime, before the kingdom arrives on planet earth, good and evil will coexist together and false profession or deception will occur on every hand. A state of confusion and chaos will abound until the kingdom arrives. God will change His plans and create a church while keeping His ancient people hidden waiting their future glory and promises. So the hidden secrets related to the kingdom’s establishment on earth were given by our Lord in these mystery parables. The disciples needed to know what was going to occur before the kingdom arrives. They needed to know what the climate of the world and the specific events that would occur in the world prior to the kingdom’s arrival. 

Acts 1:3 informs us of what Jesus taught in His post-resurrection ministry:  “To whom also he shewed himself alive after his passion by many infallible proofs, being seen of them forty days, and speaking of the things pertaining to the kingdom of God.”  

The “things pertaining to the kingdom of God” that Jesus spoke to His disciples about following His resurrection were no doubt many of the same things that Jesus had revealed in the parables of Matthew 13 – those very things that would transpire on earth before the kingdom would be established. Although the earthly kingdom topic was the subject of much of the Lord’s teaching and preaching before the cross, He saw fit to discuss it further during His 40 days of post-resurrection ministry. There were probably many things that Jesus wanted to reiterate and talk about concerning the exact timing of the kingdom’s arrival and those events that would take place in the world in connection with the coming kingdom. It would be these teachings about the kingdom (the secret or hidden teachings pertaining to the kingdom of God), presented by Christ during Christ’s 40-day post-resurrection ministry, which the Holy Spirit would later use to bring clarification and new understanding to the disciples about the timetable of the kingdom’s arrival and those things that would occur on earth before the kingdom arrives. 

In Acts 1:6 the disciples then asked this question: “Lord, wilt thou at this time restore again the kingdom to Israel?” This tells us that the disciples did not yet fully understand the exact timing of the kingdom’s arrival. They needed a crash course in kingdom theology. They needed to sit down and study our Lord’s teaching concerning what was going to occur on planet earth before the kingdom comes to earth. With the dawn of Pentecost and the formation of the church just around the corner they would begin to understand in a greater way those events that must occur before the kingdom comes to earth and that a later time was given for the kingdom’s arrival. 

Acts 1:7 reads: “And he said unto them, It is not for you to know the times or the seasons, which the Father hath put in his own power.” Jesus told His disciples that they could not know at the present time when His kingdom would come on planet earth. This was information that the Spirit’s post-Pentecost ministry would clarify to them. The expression “times or the seasons” is used to refer to the timing and events that would transpire before the kingdom arrives on earth. The Greek word for “times” (chronos) basically describes duration of a certain time and no doubt relates to the duration of time that would elapse before the kingdom’s arrival. The understanding of a postponement in the Lord’s kingdom program would be expressed by this word. The disciples at this time could not fully comprehend about the postponement of God’s earthly kingdom program and the exact timing of the arrival of the kingdom, which would occur after a long period of delay. The word for “seasons” (kairos) can refer kinds of times or the state of the times, and the things and events of time. In this setting it no doubt expresses the kind of events that would transpire prior to the kingdom’s arrival on earth. 

1 Thessalonians 5:1 

“But of the times and the seasons, brethren, ye have no need that I write unto you.” 

It’s very interesting that in the process of progressive revelation the disciples and you and me today would be able to understand and fully grasp about the “times and the seasons” which would precede the kingdom’s arrival on earth. Paul’s statement suggests that the later revelation given to New Testament believers should have brought understanding about these times and seasons. We know by completed revelation and the clear teaching of the Spirit of God that there will be an intervening time period before the kingdom’s arrival (church age) and we have the exact prophetic details concerning what will occur before the kingdom arrives on planet earth. We know about those end-time prophetic events and climactic situations that the world will face prior to the kingdom’s arrival (Revelation 6-19). Like never before, the church today can know the times and the seasons. This is because of the completed Bible and the great revival of the study of eschatology in our day.

Jesus said in John 16:13: 

“Howbeit when he, the Spirit of truth, is come, he will guide you into all truth: for he shall not speak of himself; but whatsoever he shall hear, that shall he speak: and he will shew you things to come.” 

It would take the illumination of the Spirit’s ministry to give the disciples a full understanding of the Messiah’s mystery parables, which He shared with them during His earthly ministry. I know that the disciples responded to Jesus by saying that they understood what Jesus said in these parables but this certainly was not the case.

Matthew 13:51 

“Jesus saith unto them, Have ye understood all these things? They say unto him, Yea, Lord.” 

There is almost a sense of understood humor revealed in the disciple’s response to Christ’s question. They were not in any position to fully grasp all of these things at this point of time. The Holy Spirit had not yet come to teach them nor had additional revelation been given to help them to understand the sequence of events that would transpire before the kingdom arrives on earth. 

Once again we must remember that what is going to take place in the valley involves prophetic truth. These truths would include those conditions and events that would occur after the disciple’s days and into our own day and time. It also involves those prophetic events that would transpire in the world prior to the Kingdom’s arrival such as the days of the coming Tribulation period. At the same time some great dispensational truth would also occur in the valley for it’s in this time frame when the New Testament Church would be born which has now existed for some 2,000 years.    

The People of the Parables

It’s also interesting to understand that during this age or interim period of time, or this great parenthesis of time between Israel’s rejection and the return of the Messiah, that a great portion of people will be born who will inherit the earthy kingdom. They are called “children of the kingdom” (Matt. 13:38). The “word of the kingdom” (vs. 19) only produces “children of the kingdom” (vs. 38). In our Lord’s day the children of the kingdom would have a direct dispensational reference to those Jews who received His message concerning the covenanted earthly kingdom and who were spiritually prepared to enter the theocracy (Matt. 4:17). The same will be true in the future Tribulation Period where Jews will come to faith in Christ and be prepared to enter the coming earthly kingdom (Matt. 24:14). The “children of the kingdom” would have immediate reference to God’s Jewish children awaiting the kingdom arrival prior to its establishment. However, the study of the mystery time period of these parables is to be kept in the foreground, for these parables extend into the dispensation of the Church age. The main intent and teaching of the parables is that God will always have a remnant of people who are His children throughout the period of time represented by the parables.   

We must also recognize that there will always be a spiritual nucleus of people who are heirs to the kingdom and who will eventually inherit the kingdom theocracy in the future (James 2:5; 2 Pet. 1:11; Col. 4:11; Matt. 25:24). In a general sense, all of God’s redeemed can be regarded as children awaiting the arrival of God’s kingdom. They are heirs to the kingdom. Some will die or be raptured (Church saints) prior to the kingdom’s arrival (1 Thess. 4:13-18) while others (Tribulation saints) will be living when the King returns following the Tribulation Period (Matthew 24-25). The “children of the kingdom” description is given because of the Jewish and kingdom setting when the mystery period of the kingdom began. But the general teaching is that from the beginning to the ending of the mystery period of the kingdom there will always be a nucleus of children that God will be working with and preparing to someday inherit the kingdom.

Can the church age saints be called “children of the kingdom” since the kingdom covenants were not given to them specifically and since the kingdom is not God’s next event on His prophetic calendar? In dispensational fairness we must conclude that Church saints cannot be called children of the kingdom. However, they are God’s children  who are destined for the kingdom (Rev. 19:11-16). We can then conclude that the exact descriptive term “children of the kingdom” has a special reference to those Jews who were waiting the soon arrival of the kingdom in our Lord’s day and who will anticipate its arrival following the future Tribulation Period of seven years. However, since the parables also project us into the present dispensation in which we live today, it can be said that in a general or broad sense there will always be a spiritual nucleus of people throughout the entire mystery period of time (the King's rejection until the King's return) that is prepared for the future kingdom. This would include even church-age saints as the mystery period of time runs its course (1 Thess. 2:12; 2 Thess. 1:5). They too are guaranteed an entrance into the kingdom through resurrection (Col. 1:13). In fact, even the Gentile masses outside the Jewish nation and church will one day “inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world” (Matt. 25:34). The point is that all people who are God’s children are destined for the kingdom rule and reign at the end of earth’s climatic history. Those who believe that Jesus is the Messiah (John 20:30-31) will some day inherit a place in the restored theocracy (James 2:5) while the unsaved throughout this interim period of time will not inherit any place in the kingdom (Gal. 5:21; Eph. 5:5; 1 Cor. 6:9; Matt. 8:12: 25:46). 

In conclusion, both the word of the kingdom (vs. 19) and the children of the kingdom (vs. 38) would change their exact descriptive terminology in the present order (Church age) while maintaining the central message of salvation for a group of God’s children who are prepared to someday inherit or enter the glorious kingdom reign (John 3:3). The point is this. God will always have a faith-based nucleus of people prepared to enter the kingdom throughout the mystery period of time. Our Lord simply began the mystery period of the kingdom by explaining how the “children of the kingdom” (the Jews) in His own day were given the message of the covenanted kingdom. He obviously spoke in these descriptive terms since they were immediately applicable to His time and the Jewish setting. Hence, they were descriptive of the commencement of the period of time encompassing the mysteries of the kingdom but not of the entire period of time. However, a broader picture would take shape as the ages roll along and when the sowing efforts would extend throughout the world. In a general sense, the children of the kingdom are God’s children awaiting the kingdom’s arrival prior to its establishment. But the main teaching is that God will always have a remnant of people who are His children throughout the period of time represented by the parables.   

The Three Major Purposes for the Parables 

The Purpose of Illustrating Truth

There are three specific purposes related to the mystery parables which Jesus gave (see Matt. 13:11-14). The first purpose was to illustrate truth. Jesus used parables to illustrate truth to His disciples.

Matthew 13:11 

“He answered and said unto them, Because it is given unto you to know the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven, but to them it is not given.” 

Through the parables God would give His disciples truth that they could learn and understand - “given unto you to know”. These parables and the parabolic teaching of Christ illustrated truth to the disciples, which they were to know and learn. This is the purpose of a parable. The word parable means “beside” or “along side.” A story is throne alongside of the truth to illustrate the truth. A parable is a story or illustration with an underlying spiritual message that is designed to teach truth in an illustrative way. It is the use of figurative language designed to teach literal and spiritual truth. Please note that it was “given” unto them to know these sacred secrets. Let us always remember that divine revelation is always a matter of grace on God’s part. 

Matthew 13:12 

“For whosoever hath, to him shall be given, and he shall have more abundance: but whosoever hath not, from him shall be taken away even that he hath.” 

In this verse Jesus states that the disciples would have more light and truth since they already has accepted the light of the revelation of His own person and works as being true. The disciples had received Jesus as the Messiah and because of this they would “have more abundance.” This means they would be given the interpretation and understanding of these parables. They would be given additional light. It’s interesting that when Jesus was alone with His disciples He explained the meaning of the parables to them (see Mark 4:33-34). This tells us that the parables, which Jesus taught, illustrated some important spiritual truths that were only explained to the disciples. Jesus explained and expounded the meaning of these parables to those who were His own and through them illustrated important truth for the future generations of His disciples or followers. 

The Purpose of Hiding Truth

The second purpose was to hide truth. In Matthew 13:12 we also discover that Jesus spoke in parables to hide the truth from unbelievers – the unbelieving nation of Jews. 

Matthew 13:12 once again reads: “For whosoever hath, to him shall be given, and he shall have more abundance: but whosoever hath not, from him shall be taken away even that he hath.” To the one group (saved disciples) the parables revealed truth. To the other group (unsaved Jewish masses) the parables concealed truth. This is why Jesus spoke in parables. It was to hide truth to those who had already rejected great light. Matthew 13:12 reveals that the disciples would be given additional light. However, the majority of the nation had rejected the light that they had (Jesus’ words and works) and because of this rejection of Jesus as their Messiah no additional revelation would be given to them (“but whosoever hath not from him shall be taken away even that he that”). In other words, since the nation rejected Jesus as the Messiah, even the light they were previously given about the Messiah, would no longer shine upon them. This is because when a person does not act upon truth he eventually loses the truth. This is what Jesus was really saying. If a person has truth (possesses truth) it’s because He has acted upon it. If he fails to act upon it he never really had the truth as part of his heart and life and will end up losing the opportunity to believe the truth that was before him and what is more lose the very capacity to receive more truth. Cleary Jesus was talking about unbelieving Jews in this context.  The disciples had accepted the light; therefore, they would receive more light. The Jewish nation, on the other hand, had rejected the Light of the World (John 8:12). Therefore they were not only prevented from receiving more light, they would lose what little light they had. Light rejected is light lost! 

There is a fundamental principle of life found in Matthew 13:12 and it’s this. What we do not use we lose! If we stop using a certain muscle in our body that muscle weakens and goes limp and we can no longer use the muscle. In a similar way if we do not respond to the light of truth we can lose truth and no longer understand truth. Truth can become lost to us that otherwise God wants us to know. This is why we need to always respond to the light we have. Only when we do this can we receive more light.  I want the lights to stay on in my mind and heart and this will only happen as I respond to the light that I already have. If I reject the light that I have I can lose the truth that God wants us to know.  

During my years as a pastor I have watched those who heard the truth and obeyed it and others who heard the same truth and refused to act upon the truth that they had been given. I have watched the spiritual growth in the lives of many people and in every instance those who grew were diligent students of the Bible obeying its commands and precepts. The others who did not grow, as they should, willingly and ignorantly rejected the light that was given to them. 
The point of this section of Scripture is this. Since the nation rejected Jesus as their Messiah it has therefore rejected the light they had. And how great was the light! Since the nation rejected the light that it had they would be given no more light and this is why Jesus spoke in parables. Instead of teaching the nation in terms they could clearly understand Jesus reverted to teaching by parables, which was a new form of teaching. This was done so the Jewish multitudes or masses could not and would not understand what Jesus was saying.  

Matthew 13:10 says: “And the disciples came, and said unto him, Why speakest thou unto them in parables?” In this verse the disciples asked the question why Jesus spoke to the multitudes of Jewish brethren (“them”) using parables. Jesus responds in Matthew 13:11 by saying: “Because it is given unto you to know the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven, but to them it is not given.” In this verse Jesus made clear “but to them it is not given.” The unbelieving masses could not understand these parables and this is the way Jesus wanted it in view of the Jewish rejection. They were not being given the bare truths to trample under foot and make a mockery of (Matt. 7:6). There comes a time when sacred truth should not be shared with Christ rejecting vagabonds who want to only make a mockery out of the truth.  
Jesus then says in Matthew 13:13: 

“Therefore speak I to them in parables: because they seeing see not; and hearing they hear not, neither do they understand.” 

The conjunction “Therefore” indicates why the Lord spoke in parables to the unsaved. He did so in order to hide truth from them. Mark 4:11 puts it this way: “And he said unto them, Unto you it is given to know the mystery of the kingdom of God: but unto them that are without, all these things are done in parables.” Jesus clearly spoke in parables to hide truth from the unbelieving Jewish people. This is because the people, through their own willful ignorance, were spiritually blind to the truth that was already given to them concerning the Messiah (“they seeing see not; and hearing they hear not” – Matt. 13:13). Because of their rejection they could not understand any more truth. Here Matthew seems to suggest that their own unbelief is the cause of their spiritual blindness. H. C. Woodring put it this way: “Because they did not have the love of the truth, they would not get the light of the truth.” 
The unsaved Jews professed to see, that is, to be familiar with divine truth, but Truth incarnate (the Messiah Himself) stood before them and they resolutely refused to see Him (“seeing, see not). They saw the Messiah standing right in their midst but missed the Light of the World. Truth was right under their nose and they could not see it! They professed to hear God’s Word, but the living Word of God (Christ in the flesh) was in their midst and they would not hear and obey what He said about Himself (“hearing they hear not”). They were unwilling to understand (“neither do they understand”) the wonderful fact of the Incarnation (that Jesus was their Messiah and Savior). Sadly, as a result of their willful rejection and ignorance, their capacity to understand truth was taken away from them and the light they were given concerning the Messiah would no longer shine. Their rejection was willful ignorance. They did not understand because they would not understand! They didn’t have understanding because they didn’t want it! As a result of their own willful ignorance and blindness the Jews received judicial blindness. Romans 11:25 says “that blindness in part is happened to Israel, until the fulness of the Gentiles be come in.” So were these parables given to produce blinded or a result of blindness? The answer is they were given for both reasons. These parables were given due to Israel’s deliberate departure from truth and their own willful blindness. They were also given to produce a special judicial blindness in a nation who had rejected the Messiah. Jesus said in Luke 19:42: “If thou hadst known, even thou, at least in this thy day, the things which belong unto thy peace! but now they are hid from thine eyes.”

This verse indicates that the people stubbornly refused to see what they could see. They rejected the King and because of this the truth about the Messiah is “now hid from thine eyes.” Truth that is rejected can become lost! Dispensationally this is what has happened to the nation of Israel (2 Cor. 3:14-15). To this day the veil of unbelief is still on their hearts because of their rejection of Christ. There is a double blindness that exists today on every Jew – Satanic and judicial blindness. This is a lot to cut through but even today the Gospel can cut through the ignorance and save some Jews making them part of the church. There is still “a remnant according to the election of grace” (Rom. 11:5). 

Let’s change gears for a moment and move from the prophetic and dispensational truth to the practical. The real problem with the Jewish people is that they did not really want to hear what Jesus had to say. He wanted them to accept His claims and listen to His truth but because of their rejection none of this would take place. It’s only the disciples who were really interested in listening and learning what Jesus had to say. So Jesus said in Matthew 13:9: “Who hath ears to hear, let him hear.” Only the disciples were in the position of hearing and learning what Jesus was teaching since they were rightly related to Him. The point is this. They could listen and learn what Jesus wanted them to know. But listening with open ears and an open heart was essential to discerning the parabolic teaching. We must have our ears and hearts open to the truth if we are ever going to learn it and apply it to our lives today. “Who hath ears to hear, let him hear.”

I’m convinced that most people today are not good listeners and because of this we remain in the dark about many things. If we would become careful listeners of God’s Word we would be more discerning in these last days. One preacher told the story where he was preaching right along and from the balcony there came a paper airplane flying right down toward him. Wouldn’t you know it? The paper plane hit him square in the face and caused everybody to jump and become startled. Another preacher said that brother Hawkins was sitting on the side of the church snoring away. All of a sudden the lights went out and everything was pitch black. The pastor said we might as well pray silently until the lights might come back on. Meanwhile brother Hawkins woke up and thought that church had dismissed. Without even thinking He said out loud, “Well, everybody has gone home and left me hear.” How many times have we gone to God’s house unprepared to listen or hear His Word? And when we leave we get very little of nothing out the message. Our return home is worse than when we left and we probably blamed it on the pastor or some other person whose little boy was moving around in front of us. We must prepare ourselves to hear and listen to God’s truth. Getting up and watching CNN on Sunday morning may not prepare us for church! Watching a recap of Saturday sports won’t prepare us for listening to Gods Word. Preparation is essential for good listening. We need to teach our children how to listen to God’s Word. 

When we fail to come to church spiritually prepared we will leave church with an empty bucket. Many distractions and detours keep us from preparation for listening to God’s Word. Today I must make effort to focus on God’s eternal Word. The first big test after church is not how I feel but how I act!  If I change my living in some way I know I’ve listened well. When we come to church prepared to listen we will depend on God to teach us new truth and change our lives. When a congregation is walking in the Spirit the Word of God comes to them with power and penetration. It affects their lives and changes them! God can say more to your heart than the preacher can say with his lips. The message is not limited by the preacher’s outlines when we are good listeners and applicators of the truth to our lives. Let us become good listeners reminding ourselves that the Word of god is a light to guide us, water to wash us, a mirror to show us our blemishes, and medicine to heal our hurts.  

So in the Parable of the Sower Jesus is speaking about how people hear the Word of God - “Who hath ears to hear. Let him hear” (Matt. 13:9). Luke adds the words, “Take heed therefore how ye hear” (Luke 8:18). The disciples had spiritual ears and would be receptive to the truth that Jesus taught but those who had already rejected truth would not be interested in what He had to say. As we have seen, this is why he spoke in parables to the unsaved (Matt. 13:10-11). The unsaved multitude did not have ears to hear. They did not have spiritual radar like the disciples. They were not receptive to the truth due to their spiritual rejection of the truth they already had. Therefore, Jesus spoke in parables to them so they would not receive any additional light or revelation. 

“Who hath ears to hear, let him hear.” Let me say something else from a practical standpoint. If a person listens to the Word of God long enough he will do one of two things. Either he will trust Christ and be saved or reject Christ and go to hell!  Since the disciples were open to God’s truth they would be able to understand what He was speaking as He interprets the parables to them. Jesus concluded in Matthew 13:16 by saying these words: “But blessed are your eyes, for they see: and your ears, for they hear.” May I say that we will blessed as well when we open up our eyes and ears to God’s Word! Oh how much we miss in life when we don’t hear God’s Word! We miss God’s will and purpose for our lives when we ignore truth. Our ears need to be tuned in to His Word! We need to put up our spiritual radar today. 

Matthew 13:34 

“All these things spake Jesus unto the multitude in parables; and without a parable spake he not unto them.” 
Jesus spoke in parables to the Jewish multitudes. This verse reemphasizes and restates the purpose of hiding truth from Jewish unbelievers who did not want to hear what He had to say. Again, this was not true before Israel’s rejection but only after Israel’s official rejection of the Messiah. Jesus began to speak in parables and hide or conceal truth to His national people after their rejection of Him as their Messiah and King.     

The Purpose of Fulfilling Prophecy

Matthew 13:14-16 

“And in them is fulfilled the prophecy of Esaias, which saith, By hearing ye shall hear, and shall not understand; and seeing ye shall see, and shall not perceive: For this people's heart is waxed gross, and their ears are dull of hearing, and their eyes they have closed; lest at any time they should see with their eyes, and hear with their ears, and should understand with their heart, and should be converted, and I should heal them. But blessed are your eyes, for they see: and your ears, for they hear.” 

A third purpose for these parables was to fulfill prophecy. Jesus quotes Isaiah 6:9-10. As Isaiah began his ministry, God told him that people would not comprehend his message of judgment to them. Jesus experienced the same kind of response to His message about the kingdom. He preached the Word of God and many people saw but they did not truly perceive; they heard but did not understand (Matt. 13:13-15). Isaiah’s prophecy was fulfilled in a comparative way (not literal sense) in Jesus’ day. What happened in Isaiah’s day was similar to what happened in Jesus’ own time. Let me also say that it’s similar to what is happening in our own day and time. People hear God’s truth but do not get it! They are like a cow standing in a field chewing on its cud. They don’t perceive or understand what God is saying to them. Vance Havner used to say that “the natural man who does not perceive truth is like a wooden Indian statue standing outside a cigar store.” 

Why don’t people get the truth? Why don’t they understand the truth? Why are people blinded today? Why did God judicially blind Israel? It’s because people deliberately stop listening to truth and close their eyes to the truth! 

Matthew 13:15 gives us a threefold answer to these questions: 

“For this people's heart is waxed gross, and their ears are dull of hearing, and their eyes they have closed; lest at any time they should see with their eyes, and hear with their ears, and should understand with their heart, and should be converted, and I should heal them.” 

1. People are insensitive to truth – “gross” –  “to make thick or fat.” Isaiah said, “Make the heart of this people fat” (Isa. 6:10). You have heard of the expression “thick headed?” Metaphorically, this word means to make stupid resulting in a person being dull or callous to truth. What a picture this is of today. Obesity is a physical epidemic in our country but spiritual obesity is a greater epidemic. The great masses are fat headed or stupid and calloused to truth. They have become insensitive to spiritual things. They want their way and their answers but they don’t want God’s way or God’s answers! 

2. People close their ears to truth – “ears dull of hearing” - Isaiah said that they “make their ears heavy” (Isa. 6:10). This is true today. People turn a deaf ear on the truth. They don’t want to hear God’s truth. They have heavy ears! In church they would rather hear sweet platitudes and feel good sermons. 2 Tim. 4:4 says, “And they shall turn away their ears from the truth, and shall be turned unto fables.” Furthermore, when you witness to people about the truth it will many times fall on deaf ears. This is because people have willfully rejected the truth. The have put stoppers in their ears and are not willing to listen to the truth. I was walking on the beach one morning with my wife in Brigantine New Jersey. I began witnessing to a fisherman. The truth seemed to be falling on deaf ears for a while but when I told him that God could bury His sins in the deepest depths of the sea and when I said this he turned around and looked at me and said, “That is pretty deep. Nobody will ever find them there!”   

3. People close their eyes to truth – “their eyes they have closed.”  This speaks of spiritual blindness. When a person closes their eyes to the truth the lights eventually go out. The veil is put over their eyes. Note the downward progression – insensitivity (fatness), close their ears, and then their eyes! Be sure of one thing. This ignorance, deafness, and blindness is their own fault. God did not judicially blind the nation without their own willful ignorance and turning from the truth. God does not stop the light of revelation unless people willingly, voluntarily, ignorantly, and deliberately reject truth. When this happens the lights go off! It is keeping with the nature of God to judge people for their willful unbelief (compare Rom. 1:21, 24, 26, 28). God gives people over to their own sinful choices and willful blindness. When they repeatedly reject the light the lights can go off. 

When the lights in a room are turned off it gets very dark. We begin to stumble around and can’t see where we are going. I have tripped on toy cars and stepped on tinker toys with my bare feet while trying to walk in the dark. The same is true from a spiritual perspective. When the lights go off people can’t see where they are going from a spiritual perspective and they are lost in the darkness. Is there any hope for those who are insensitive, who can’t hear and who can’t see? Yes! Read the second half of the verse – “lest at any time they should see with their eyes, and hear with their ears, and should understand with their heart, and should be converted, and I should heal them” (Matt. 13:15b). Jesus is talking about converting lost people and healing them spiritually as they come to repentance and faith in Him as their Messiah. This is the wonder of grace! Truth can be discoverable to any among the multitudes of lost people if they will repent of the hardness of heart and seek the truth. God will open the eyes of the lost to truth if they are willing to face the truth. There is a human and divine side to discovering truth. The divine side is this. It takes God to open the eyes of lost people. But man has a choice to make in the matter. A lost man can open His eyes and ears to the truth and understand in his heart (the control center of his being where will and volition take place) when God begins to work on the human heart. A person’s faith is an act of their will made possible by the work of God on the human heart. Both God and man’s volition enter into the picture. If you say man has nothing to choose or no part in deciding his eternal destiny and understanding of the truth then you have become lopsided in your theology. 

Reformed Theology claims that God only gives faith to a certain select group of people and that God believes for people creating faith in their heart. This is a philosophical system of Calvinism that does havoc to the blessed truth of human freedom. A man does have a choice to receive the light of revelation when God works on the human heart (“lest” - Matt. 13:15). Man does not have to remain in his stubborn state of deafness and blindness if he will but choose to hear and see what God is impressing upon His heart. Man is ignorant and blind because of His own choice! You can’t blame God for your continued ignorance and your rejection of the truth. John 5:24, “Verily, verily, I say unto you, He that heareth my word, and believeth on him that sent me, hath everlasting life, and shall not come into condemnation; but is passed from death unto life.” In short, these parables would give light to those with trusting, searching hearts. But they would bring darkness to the unconcerned and unrepentant.

Another verse that proves that Jesus spoke in parables to fulfill prophecy is found in Matthew 13:34-35. “All these things spake Jesus unto the multitude in parables; and without a parable spake he not unto them: That it might be fulfilled which was spoken by the prophet, saying, I will open my mouth in parables; I will utter things which have been kept secret from the foundation of the world.” 
Here Christ quotes Psalm 78:2. This teaching method by the Lord prophetically fulfilled Asaph’s prophecy in Psalm 78:2 concluding that the Messiah would speak in parables, uttering things kept secret from the foundation of the world. Thus, Jesus spoke in parables to fulfill prophecy. Matthew explains that Jesus’ speaking in parables was not an afterthought but had been prophesied in God’s Word hundreds of years earlier. The Bible prophesied that Messiah would speak to the Jewish people in a parabolic way so that they would not be able to understand unless they accept Him as their Messiah and have their eyes open to the truth.  

Dear friend, do you want to see and hear? Do you want to open your eyes to truth? Then look at God’s eternal Word and the Spirit will teach you the truth about salvation through Jesus Christ and your need to believe on Him. John 16:8, “And when he is come, he will reprove (convict) the world of sin, and of righteousness, and of judgment. John 16:9, “Of sin, because they believe not on me.” The greatest conviction that could ever come over your heart is your failure to believe on Jesus Christ alone for salvation. In particular the Spirit convicts the lost about their sin of unbelief or their failure to believe only in the death and resurrection of Christ for salvation. If you want to know the truth the truth is found in the Bible and the Spirit will testify to this truth. Open your ears and eyes and you can be saved today. Matthew 13:9 once again says, “Who hath ears to hear, let him hear.” 

The Facts of the Parables

One interesting fact concerning the parables is that only Matthew records all the parables consecutively together. Mark revealed the Parable of the Sower and the Parable of the Mustard Seed (Mark 4:1–9, 13–20, 30–32). Luke speaks about the Parable of the Sower (Luke 8:5–15). The Parable of the Leaven is not found in Mark but it is revealed at a later time in Luke 13:20–21. A study of Matthew will help us focus on all the parables in a consecutive fashion just as our Lord gave them and see His full progression of thought. 

Another fact of the parables is that the first four parables were spoken to the multitude whereas the last three were spoken only to the disciples after reentering the house with Jesus (Matt. 13:36). Also, we must note that the Lord interpreted the parables only to the disciples in response to their personal question of the first parable (Luke 8:9) and following their departure from the crowds (Matt. 13:36). In addition, the first two parables are interpreted by our Lord and give to us an understanding of the other five. The symbols used and interpreted in the first two parables will enable us to learn what the other parables are teaching. In Mark 4:13 we read: “And he said unto them, Know ye not this parable? and how then will ye know all parables?” Mark then tells us that the understanding of the first parable is the key to the subsequent understanding of the rest of the parables. The rest of the parables are actually built upon the first parable. The Parable of the Sower is an introductory parable to the rest. It becomes the foundation and key to understanding or unlocking the others. What the symbols mean in one parable will be reflected in the other parables. 

Before beginning the first parable let us remember that all the parables deal with conditions and events that would occur between Israel’s rejection of the Messiah (the time when the kingdom was postponed) and the return of the Messiah to establish His kingdom. They encompass the time when the King has gone into a far country (Luke 19:12). In these parables we see a chronological outline of what is going to occur between Israel’s rejection and their reception of the Messiah. There is a valley (great parenthesis of time) between these two events and in this valley the “mysteries” or sacred secrets (hidden truths) concerning the kingdom are now unveiled to us. Remember that these are truths concerning the earthly kingdom that the Old Testament saints and prophets could not know about (Matt. 13:17). These truths deal with the conditions of the world and the events that would transpire on earth prior to the Kingdom’s arrival. The wonderful thing is this. We can “know” these mysteries or once hidden truths (Matt. 13:11) since we have the complete picture in the New Testament concerning what is going to happen before the King returns to establish His kingdom. Jesus is going to let us in on the secrets (“blessed are your eyes, for they see, and your ears, for they hear” - Matt. 13:16). So Matthew 13:9 gives to us this wonderful promise: “Who hath ears to hear, let him hear.” 

The Parable of the Sower

(Matthew 13:3-23)

In the first parable we discover what is going to occur on a worldwide basis in connection with the lives of people between Israel’s rejection and the return of the King to establish His earthly kingdom. In the parable we are going to discover the mystery (hidden secret) concerning a worldwide proclamation of the Gospel, which will result in various human responses. This Gospel proclamation with the varying human responses will occur up to the time of the kingdom’s arrival. It’s in this parable that we will see how people will respond to the truth, which is presented to them, and what kind of fruit they will bear after responding to the truth. The first parable then reveals secrets concerning the rejection and reception of His Word during the time of the King’s absence. 

Matthew 13:1-8 

“The same day went Jesus out of the house, and sat by the sea side. And great multitudes were gathered together unto him, so that he went into a ship, and sat; and the whole multitude stood on the shore. And he spake many things unto them in parables, saying, Behold, a sower went forth to sow; And when he sowed, some seeds fell by the way side, and the fowls came and devoured them up: Some fell upon stony places, where they had not much earth: and forthwith they sprung up, because they had no deepness of earth: And when the sun was up, they were scorched; and because they had no root, they withered away. And some fell among thorns; and the thorns sprung up, and choked them: But other fell into good ground, and brought forth fruit, some an hundredfold, some sixtyfold, some thirtyfold.” 
The Setting of the Parable

In this first parable Jesus illustrates truth to teach how people would react to God’s message of salvation throughout the mystery period or time between Israel’s rejection and the return of the King. It’s very likely that when Jesus was telling this story that the whole scene was being enacted right before the eyes of the people. It was springtime and from where they stood on the beach they could probably look upon the hillside and see a sower (farmer) going forth to sow seed. They could see a path across the field where the birds were picking up the seeds right behind the farmer as they fell on the hard soil. They could visibly see the rocky ground, the thorns or briars growing up, and the good fertile soil of the field.  

Luke 8:9 reveals that the disciples asked Jesus to interpret this parable to them by saying, “What might this parable be?” Thus, Jesus addresses the disciples and seeks to interpret the first parable to them since only they had the privilege of hearing the interpretation of these parables. The general interpretation of the first parable must now be considered. The beautiful thing is that Jesus gives us the interpretation of the parable. 

Matthew 13:18-23 

“Hear ye therefore the parable of the sower. When any one heareth the word of the kingdom, and understandeth it not, then cometh the wicked one, and catcheth away that which was sown in his heart. This is he which received seed by the way side. But he that received the seed into stony places, the same is he that heareth the word, and anon with joy receiveth it; Yet hath he not root in himself, but dureth for a while: for when tribulation or persecution ariseth because of the word, by and by he is offended. He also that received seed among the thorns is he that heareth the word; and the care of this world, and the deceitfulness of riches, choke the word, and he becometh unfruitful. But he that received seed into the good ground is he that heareth the word, and understandeth it; which also beareth fruit, and bringeth forth, some an hundredfold, some sixty, some thirty.”

The Timing of the Parable

The Divine Interpreter tells us what the interpretation of the parable is but even so there is some disagreement concerning the scope and time period of this parable even among dispensational and literal interpreters of the Bible. It’s interesting that some good Bible teachers have tried to dismiss the parables of Matthew 13 from portraying any events or conditions that would occur in the world throughout the Church age in which we live today. In other words, they focus only on the early ministry of Christ and the disciples to Israel claiming that the same message and ministry will once again be picked up during the Tribulation Period, when the Tribulation age will be occurring, and winding down following the seven years (“the end of the age”). Their conclusion is that between these two time periods (Christ’s earthly ministry and the Tribulation Period) the parables have no specific application. The time slots for the parables have to do with Christ’s past earthly ministry and the future of the Tribulation Period but have no present day application to our world today and the times in which we live. The parables were merely presenting two separate time slots that would occur in connection with God’s work with Israel. Along with this conclusion many arrive at the conclusion that the treasure would refer to the Jewish nation (we agree) whereas the pearl of great price would reference the Jewish remnant during the Tribulation (we disagree). These conclusions and other various interpretations would keep the parables from including church truth and only focus them on Jewish truth and times.   

I disagree with the conclusion that the parables only include a past and future time period. Let me give you several reasons why. First, the emphasis of the parables encompass a much wider range than merely Christ’s earthly ministry and the disciple’s initial outreach to preach to Israel in Palestine. The context of the entire world in the second parable (“field”– Matt. 13:38) would seem to dismiss the idea that this would only be a mixture of the true and false occurring during Christ’s earthly local ministry in Palestine. Furthermore, to assume that the reference to the world is only applicable to the future Tribulation Period is assuming too much in the parable. The “field” is stated to be the world and has no restrictive sense or time factor attached to it when Christ gave it. Second, there is no decisive interruption or gap or time between the initial sowing and the end of the age presented in the parables. For instance, the initial mixture between God’s people and Satan’s people (the counter sowing) that occurred in Christ’s day would simply continue to exist until the “end of the age” as the text clearly says (Matt. 13:30). In other words, Jesus was saying to His disciples that the way it begins in our time is the way it would be in the end time. Until that time comes “Let both grow together until the harvest” (vs. 30). This does not sound like an interruption to God’s mystery period of time or a gap that would exist until the Tribulation Period begins. Rather is appears to be a constant and consistent flow of events that would occur until the end finally arrives at the close of the Tribulation Period. Is not Satan counter sowing his people in the world today? Consider some verses in the epistles (1 John 2:19; Gal. 2:4; 2 Pet. 2:1). 

The point is this. Satan’s sowing, along with many other world conditions mentioned in the parables, the sowing of God’s message, the mixture of the true and false together throughout the world, and worldwide apostasy or leavening and corruption, would have specific application to the world at large as time continues to tick away and God’s mystery program runs its course. These ongoing conditions and accumulative events would eventually produce the final judgment blow at the close of the mystery period of time known as “the end of the age” (vs. 49-50) when the King returns. Jesus did not intend to teach a gap of time between the beginning and the end of the harvest period. Jesus was simply teaching what would occur in the world then, now, and up to the kingdom’s arrival.

Mike Stallard has rightly observed:

“In light of the ongoing sowing that takes place in the following parable of the tares (vv. 24ff), a sowing that seemingly take place unto the ‘end of the age’ (vv. 40, 41), it may be best to see direct application of the sowing in the present age unto, and including, the events which mark the end-time tribulation events.” 

Elsewhere Stallard writes, when commenting on the Parable of the Tares: “However, in light of the scope of the entire parable, which extends to the end of the age, it is unlikely that this sowing should be limited to something that only Jesus has done. More likely, the message of Jesus, the word of the kingdom in the previous parable, produces followers who also sow the message. They in return would produce followers who would continue the chain throughout the entire age as an extension of Christ’s work … In the end, many kingdom citizens will be produced, who the Jews were not expecting.” 

Third, the sower is the Son of man (vs. 37). If the first parable strictly deals with the time frame of the Lord’s earthy ministry, as some suggest, then one must wonder how the Sower has any connection with the Tribulation Period and to those who will be saved during this future period of time. It’s easier to see the sowing program carrying through without any interval or gap of time existing between the seed-sowing ministry, which began in our Lord’s day, and which will end after the Tribulation Period. The Sower continues to sow truth in the hearts of people through the work of the Spirit as His followers present the Gospel. 

For some it’s assumed that there must be a gap of time missing (the Church Age) in the parables but no definitive Scripture in the context or elsewhere would lead us to this conclusion. Likewise, some have tried to dismiss the first parable from the mystery period because the expression “the kingdom of heaven is like” (comparable to this) is not used to introduce this first parable. However, it seems better to understand that the first parable was introductory to the rest (Mark 4:13) and that it would naturally be understood to include the time reference of these parables, between Israel’s rejection and the return of the Messiah, since in Matthew 13:11 Jesus immediately addresses the mystery period following the Parable of the Sower. To assume that the first parable does not include the mystery time period because the expression is not used seems to dismiss the whole thought of what Jesus said concerning “knowing the mysteries of the kingdom” (Matt. 13:11). This parable introduces the mystery period of time and then following this first parable special mention is made to the fact that “the kingdom of heaven is like” (comparable to) in the remaining parables in order reiterate and recap that all the parables are referencing the same mystery period of time which was introduced with the sowing of the seed. The time period begins with the sowing and continues on in a worldwide fashion along with an abundance of corruption and counter sowing of the enemy (vs. 38). This seems to be the only logical conclusion of the parables. Just as Christ used the parable of the household (Matt. 13:52) for application to the rest of the seven parables, so He uses the introductory parable to give a basic understanding of the rest, which deal with the entire mystery period. 

Arno C. Gaebelein captures this idea well when saying:

“We would, however, take this parable in the first sense to apply to the days of our Lord in the earth. In a wider sense it must be taken as typical of the entire age, in which He is absent from the earth and the Kingdom is in the hands of men. The sowing He began continues still, and the result of sowing is likewise the same.”   

John Phillips also concurs with this view:

“The mystery parables show how things are developing now, during the time of the King’s absence.”

Lehman Strauss also said: 

“Here then we have the King’s prophetic program for His own followers during the present dispensation … Our Lord was speaking prophetically of the entire period during His absence.” 

Thomas Figart said this concerning the mystery period of time:

“As noted, it includes some time before His death, plus the Church Age and the seven years of Tribulation, after which the Kingdom begins.”   

The Interpretation of the Parable

The Sower

It is written that “a sower went out to sow” (Matt. 13:3). This expression depicts the beginning and ongoing ministry of sowing the seed of God’s truth, which began in our Lord’s day, and what would continue to take place while the King is absent. Who is the sower in this first parable? In the second parable (the Parable of the Tares) the Son of Man is seen as the sower who owns a field (Matt. 13:37).  

Schuyler English made a worthy comment at this point: 

“The key to the interpretation of all of the parables is our Lord’s own unfolding of the first two; if the man who sowed the seed in the second parable is the Son of Man, the man of the first, fifth, and sixth parables is also the Son of Man. If in the second parable the field is the world, then surely the field in the third and fifth parables is also the world.” 

Realizing the extended period of time within the mystery period, Schuyler English also makes this next observation: “The Word continues to be sown by The Sower, The Son of Man, Who by the Holy Spirit scatters the Word through believers, and as it was not received by all who heard it in our Lord’s day, at the beginning of the new age, so it is not universally received today.” 

This is a good Scriptural logic. God is not sending us confusing illustrations throughout these parables but comparable illustrations whose descriptive terms have a similar meaning such as the sower, man, field, or birds. Gaebelein said this concerning the parables: “The key for their right interpretation is in themselves as well as in the scripture.” One of the basis laws in reading the Bible is that Scripture never uses a symbol in two conflicting ways; they are used consistently throughout. Such is the case in these parables. So Jesus is the Sower and the sowing ministry of Jesus Christ began when He announced the arrival of the kingdom (Matt. 4:17). But after the Jewish rejection of the Messiah and the Son’s death He continues to remain the Sower through the presence of the Holy Spirit, who works through His disciples own sowing ministry, and drives home the verbal message of the Word in the hearts and lives of unregenerate people today (see John 16:7-11). This was the promise the Sower (Jesus Christ) gave to His disciples and you and me today. The Holy Spirit would convict the world of mankind as His followers share the Gospel message to the lost. The Holy Spirit does not work in a vacuum; He works through people (Rom. 10:14). Thus, as the mystery age runs its course the original Sower (Christ) would die but He promises to return in the person of the Holy Spirit and continue His sovereign sowing ministry through the sowing efforts of His disciples, as they share the message of the Gospel with the lost. In other words, the Sower works through His followers as they sow the truth. Christ’s disciples do the outward work of sowing truth but the divine Sower does the inward work. Their faithfulness in sowing the truth becomes the starting point for the divine Sower to do His saving work in the hearts and lives of people. 

So the original Sower is Jesus Christ in this parable but as the mystery period progresses Jesus Christ would continue to do His sowing work through the committed lives of His followers giving them divine enablement (John 14:26; Acts 1:8). The Sower of the parable would naturally refer to Christ and match the next parable where Christ is expressly called the sower (Matt. 13:37). However, only as the Lord’s followers continue to sow the Gospel seed will the Sower continue to work throughout the mystery period (Acts 2:41; Mark 16:15; Rom. 10:14). God’s representatives, who share His message of salvation throughout the mystery period, the time frame represented in these parables, would then be responsible for sowing the truth so that the divine Sower would work through them and continue to save souls. Although Christ committed Himself to a sowing ministry in His day there would be many who would follow in His steps throughout the ages bringing multitudes to Christ (John 14:12). The sowing in the story would then represent the constant sowing of the gospel seed from Christ’s day to ours as the original Sower (Christ) works through His representatives who share His Word. 

Ray Stedman picks up on this idea when saying:  

“That wonderful, attractive, powerful seed is being dropped into human hearts everywhere. And the sowing started with Jesus. He was the first Sower who went out with this word, but millions have followed him since, sowing this seed wherever they go. It may be in the form of a simple Christian testimony. It may be in an elaborate sermon or in a book that someone reads. It may be just a word, a single phrase dropped into a conversation, which takes root and change that whole life.  … The seed is powerful.”    

As we will see, all of God’s representatives are to be sowers that sow the Gospel seed among lost humanity (Acts 8:4). God works through His people. The Sower works through His followers as they sow the truth. Not one of us is left out of the sowing ministry. We are all to be spiritual farmers doing the work that the Son of Man began while He was here on earth and wants to continue to do through us. Have we been doing the most important ministry of the ages? Jesus always possessed a tremendous love and compassion for lost people and this is why He was part of the sowing ministry while He was on earth (Matt. 9:35-38). Have we lost our heart for doing God’s farming work, which consists of sowing the Gospel seed? 

“Give me a passion for souls dear Lord,

A passion to save the lost;

O that Thy love were by all adored,

And welcomed at any cost.

Jesus I long. I long to be winning.

Men who are lost but constantly sinning;

O may this hour be one of beginning.

The story of pardon to tell.”

The Seed

The seed illustration of the parable refers to the sowing of truth in the hearts of people (Matt. 13:19 – “that which was sown in his heart”). The message or truth that included the initial Gospel outreach to the nation of Israel was likened to a seed (“the word of the kingdom”) which had the potential to generate life in lost people. Luke simply records that the “seed is the word of God” (Luke 8:11). How beautiful this is to contemplate. God’s Word generates spiritual life in the hearts of lost people. It opens up the hearts of people to their need for salvation through Christ. Why is the Word of God likened to a seed? It’s because the Word of God is alive and becomes alive in the hearts of lost mankind (Heb. 4:12) and causes regeneration to occur. James tells us that “Of his own will begat he us with the word of truth” (James 1:21). 1 Peter 1:23 says, “Being born again, not of corruptible seed, but of incorruptible, by the word of God, which liveth and abideth for ever.” 

The truth about the message of the Gospel shows people that they are lost sinners and points them to the only Savior. It is a spiritual dynamic used by the Spirit to convict people of their need for Christ. The Word of God is a life geminating seed. It’s “the engrafted (implanted word), which is able so save your souls” (James 1:23). It’s wonderful to realize that once the seed is sown it can begin to do its work in the heart. There is an imprinted genetic law of life in every seed that begins to go to work once it’s planted in the right kind of soil. In a similar way the Word of God and the Gospel message carries within it the genetic code of eternal life so that when it is planted in the right soil of a person’s heart the Gospel becomes “the power of God unto salvation” (Rom. 1:16). It’s the Lord, the original Sower, who does the real work in the hearts and lives of people (“God that giveth the increase” – 1 Cor. 3:7) through the powerful and living message (Heb. 4:12) of the Gospel. Our part is to keep sowing the seed and sooner or later it will fall on fertile soil and souls will be saved. What a glorious prospect. Let us keep sowing! God will do a great work if we do our part. We must simply keep sowing here, there, and everywhere. 

Matthew 13:19 says, “When any one heareth the word of the kingdom, and understandeth it not, then cometh the wicked one, and catcheth away that which was sown in his heart. This is he which received seed by the way side.” The “word of the kingdom” was God’s message to the Jews during the initial phase of the outreach program in the mystery time period. Naturally Jesus and the disciples had previously offered the message about the kingdom to the nation but on a whole scale they had rejected this message. This kingdom message to the nation highlighted several things which can be outlined as followed: Jesus was the Kingly Messiah, He has come to set up His earthly kingdom, the nation needs to repent of her sins and be saved from the judgment connected with her sins (Matt. 1:21) by believing in the salvation of the Messiah or Deliverer (John 1:29; Matt. 11:28-29). 

The message was simply one of salvation in light of the coming judgment of the King and kingdom (Matt. 3:11-12). The “lost sheep of the house of Israel” (Matt. 10:6) needed a Messiah who was first a Savior of their soul before He could become a political Savior. The problem with the Jews was that their expectation of their Messiah was one-sided. They only anticipated the political side of Messiah’s reign or that Jesus would redeem them from their enemies. The Jews did not realize that the coming King and kingdom would also have spiritual demands that they needed to consider. Jesus told Nicodemus that He had to be born again in order to see the earthly messianic kingdom (John 3:3). Jesus also taught in the Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5–7) that His true followers would live lives of spirituality before the King. 

In any event, we must conclude that the “word of the kingdom” (Matt. 13:19) had special dispensational purposes for the initial outreach ministry to the Jews but the message was still intended to bring Jewish people to faith in Christ who was their spiritually Messiah or Deliverer. This same message concerning salvation in light of the coming kingdom will be preached throughout the entire world in the future Tribulation Period “before the end comes” or the end of the Tribulation Period and mystery period runs its course (Matt. 24:14). However, as the dispensation changed from law to grace (Rom. 6:14; Eph. 3:2), promoting the new emphasis on the gracious outpouring of God to the Gentiles (Acts 15:14), it was needful for God’s message to also change in that no emphasis would be given concerning the kingdom that was “at hand” or impending. In fact, even during Christ’s day He stopped emphasizing this feature of the kingdom due to Israel’s national rejection. Instead of the earthly kingdom being “at hand” it became likened to something else in the parables denoting a change in His kingdom program. Today God’s kingdom program is postponed (Matt. 21:43) and the message is simply repent and believe the Gospel so that Christ can become your personal Savior (Luke 24:47). Nevertheless, God’s saving message continued to be proclaimed in the world (“the field” – Matt. 13:38) after Pentecost and into the Church age with the command of the Great Commission (Mark 16:15 – “go ye into all the world”) and God’s children reaching into the “uttermost part of the earth” (Acts 1:8) through the John 3:16 message – “God so loved the world.” The Gospel outreach will also continue into the Tribulation Period right up to the end of the age when the King returns to rule and reign in this world (Rev. 14:6). 

Although the secondary character traits of the message change from one dispensation to another it seems that the central understanding of the message remains the same – salvation through blood sacrifice (Gen. 3:21; Lev. 1:5; John 8:56; Heb. 9:22; Rev. 7:14). Thus, the Parable of the Sower with its emphasis on the saving message of “word of the kingdom” merely starts the mystery period but it does not become inclusive of the mystery period nor neglect the mystery period altogether. Rather, it presents the initial phase of this mystery period of time, which would continue to exist through the successive phases of the Church and Tribulation ages. God’s message of salvation naturally begins with the “word of the kingdom” during Christ’s earthly ministry which in return results in the salvation of people (John 7:31; 8:30). Next, the seed, which in a generic way is also termed “the word of God” (Luke 8:11), will continue to have an impact during the present dispensation (Church age) that results in multitudes of Gentiles being saved (Acts 11:18; 13:46; 28:28). During the coming seven years of the Tribulation Period the salvation message will once again emphasize the “gospel of the kingdom” (Matt. 24:14) and continue to bring many to salvation which no man can number (Rev. 7:9-10) until the final harvest or gathering time (Matt. 13:30). Thus, the Parable of the Sower reveals that throughout these successive ages of the mystery period of time (Christ’s earthly ministry, Church age, Tribulation Period) there will be varying responses to God’s message of salvation but there will always be some good seed that will be sown and produce productive life (Matt. 13:23). 

We have then learned that the sower represents Christ who throughout the mystery period promises to do a saving work through His disciples. As God’s representatives and children sow the Gospel message of salvation (evangelism) the Sower will continue to work through His followers efforts and save souls. We are all responsible for sowing the Gospel seed, as Christ’s servants, so that the Sower can work through us and accomplish His saving purpose in the lives of people. We do the outward work but God does the inward work as only the original Sower can do. Our responsibly is to simply sow the seed along the way and then God will do the rest. As someone has said: “A child can drop a seed as effectively as the most experienced farmer.” We are all to be farmers! Probably all of us have heard of the story of Johnny Apple Seed. He sowed seeds (apple seeds) and grew apple trees all over the place. Well, today we are God’s representatives and are to be like a spiritual Johnny Apple Seed sowing the seed of the Gospel to those who are lost. None of us are to be left out of the sowing process. 

1 Corinthians 3:5-8 

“Who then is Paul, and who is Apollos, but ministers by whom ye believed, even as the Lord gave to every man? I have planted, Apollos watered; but God gave the increase. So then neither is he that planteth any thing, neither he that watereth; but God that giveth the increase. Now he that planteth and he that watereth are one: and every man shall receive his own reward according to his own labour.” 

Please note that we work together in the process of sowing and reaping the harvest of spiritual seed. We don’t always reap where we sow the seed. Others may come along and water where we have sown the seed and still others may reap where we have sown but together we all have a part in bringing in the spiritual harvest of lost souls.  But let us never forget who the true Sower and Savior is (“God that giveth the increase”). It is actually God that sows the truth in the hearts of people and brings in the harvest. He is Lord of the harvest (Matt. 9:38). It’s God who is the real Savior for He does the wonderful transforming and saving work in the hearts of lost sinners. In a very real sense the Lord is the Sower and Savior who does the inner work on the human heart (Acts 16:14). The disciples give out the seed but the divine sower is the one who actually causes the seed to take root and germinate into life. 

Nevertheless God wants His own to become farmers or sowers who plant seed among the lives of lost people by sharing the Gospel message. As we share the message with others it can take seed in their heart where God can begin to do His wondrous sovereign and saving work. All the human instruments God uses to produce the spiritual harvest are equally considered to be valuable and will be rewarded for their willingness to be used by God (“every man shall receive his own reward according to his own labour”). You will notice that it’s not how many souls were saved under our ministry or in what capacity we have served. The question is this. Have we done our part in sowing the seed? Have we been faithful? Each of us will be rewarded for the labor that we do in the work of evangelism at the Judgment Seat of Christ.      
I wonder how much sowing we have been doing through our own personal witness? Are we speaking to others about Christ and handing out Gospel tracts to others who need salvation? What kind of sowing have we been doing? When was the last time you sowed a seed that would have the potential to germinate into the salvation of a poor lost soul?  

Gary Dull said: 

“Evangelism is a ministry for every believer. It is not just for the pastor, the evangelist, or the missionary. It is for everyone who personally knows Christ, and indeed those who fulfill the ministry of evangelism are greatly blessed.” 

2 Corinthian 5:20 states: 

“Now then we are ambassadors for Christ, as though God did beseech you by us: we pray you in Christ's stead, be ye reconciled to God.”  

The Bible teaches that we are the Savior’s representatives here on earth who are to represent the compassion and love of our Savior Jesus Christ by reaching out to the lost. This is what the word “ambassadors” means. As His ambassadors we are told to witness to others concerning how they, as poor lost sinners, can be reconciled to God. God is calling others to salvation through the message that He has entrusted to us as Christ’s ambassadors (“God did beseech you by us”). What kind of job have you been doing as Christ’s representative? Would Jesus have taken opportunities to witness to the last week that you ignored or never were concerned about? Are we representing Christ’s loving compassion before a lost and dying world by inviting them to the salvation they so desperately need? Together we can enter into each other’s work. 

Jesus said in John 4:35-38: 

“Say not ye, There are yet four months, and then cometh harvest? behold, I say unto you, Lift up your eyes, and look on the fields; for they are white already to harvest. And he that reapeth receiveth wages, and gathereth fruit unto life eternal: that both he that soweth and he that reapeth may rejoice together. And herein is that saying true, One soweth, and another reapeth. I sent you to reap that whereon ye bestowed no labour: other men laboured, and ye are entered into their labours.” 

Dear friend, since the Savior has come it is now the day of opportunity for many to be saved. All that is needed is spiritual vision. The Samaritans in their white garments coming from the village (vs. 30) may have visually suggested a wheat field ripe for harvest. People need the Lord. When will we realize that people need the Lord! Are we sowing the seed and becoming partners in the work of evangelism in the present hour. The field is the world and the world is lost and going to hell. We need to take part in gathering the crop so people will be fit for eternity. Are you gathering “fruit unto eternal life” or the “fruit of souls” (Coil. 1:5-6; Rom. 1:13)? People are comparable to a crop that is ready to be harvested and when we reap the harvest souls are saved for eternity. 

“Sowing in the morning,

Sowing seeds of kindness,

Sowing in the noon-tide and the dewy eve;

Waiting for the harvest and the time of reaping,

We shall come rejoicing bringing in the sheaves.”

The Soils

When interpreting the soils we must remember that the seed represents God’s Word (Luke 8:11) and the sower is the Son of Man corresponding to the second parable (Matt. 13:37). Today the original sower continues to accomplish His inward work of sowing the Gospel seed in the hearts of lost people. This sowing is done through His followers who faithfully communicate the Gospel through evangelism (1 Cor. 3:5–9). The disciples give out the seed but the Divine Sower is the one who actually causes the seed to take root and germinate into life. God always gives the increase! Let us again remember that God’s people do the outward work of sowing but God does the inward work as only the original Sower can do. Our responsibly is to simply sow the seed along the way and then God will do the rest. 

In this parable the human heart is compared to soil that must be prepared to receive the seed before that seed can take root and produce a harvest of lasting fruit. The parable refers to the sowing of the seed in the hearts of people and then likens the heart to the soils represented in the parables (Matt. 13:19 – “that which was sown in his heart” – see also Mark 4:15; Luke 8:12, 15). So when one reads about the soils in this parable they must think about the hearts of lost humanity for this is what the parable is portraying. The different kinds of soil show the different kinds of hearts people have. There are four kinds of soil and four conditions of the human heart. As we will see there are problems soils and productive soils. 

At the same time the person is also represented by the type of heart that he possesses since Matt. 13:19 says, “This is he which received seed by the way side.” So the focus of the soils is on the human heart but the kind of heart that a person possesses will reflect the kind of spiritual person they really are in everyday living. This is because your heart reflects who you are (Prov. 4:23; 23:7). So the soil reflects the condition of the human heart and the type of heart that a person has will identify the spiritual condition of their life and place a label on them. They might be considered a hard person, an emotional person, a worldly person, or a fruitful person. So there are four types of listeners the sowers of the Word will encounter due to their heart condition. 

Two key questions are answered in the parable. What is the human reaction to the seed coming into the heart and what are the results that occur after the seed is sown? In other words, what happens to the Word of God (Gospel) as it enters the human heart or control center of a person’s existence and what kind of affect does this have on a person’s life? As we study this parable we will discover the human reaction to truth and the results of the seed sowing efforts throughout the mystery period. We will find out what takes place in the hearts of humanity when you present saving truth to them and what the results in their lives will be after receiving the truth in their hearts. The answer to these questions will help us in our evangelistic efforts by giving us an understanding of what is going to take place in the hearts and lives of people as we witness for Christ. There should be no surprises when we contemplate what our Lord said in this parable. In a general way we should know how people will respond to truth and what kind of results will occur in their lives. So let’s look at the soils, which are representative of human hearts, and the kind of results that take place in the lives of people today as we sow the seed among their lives. 

a. The wayside soil – a hard heart (Matt. 13:4, 19). 

The wayside soil is comparable to the human heart that is hardened or insensitive to the truth of the Gospel. This is pictured as wayside soil, which in Palestine was the soil that was trodden down and hardened due to heavy traffic. In our Lord’s day Palestine was literally crisscrossed with fields. The fields were usually long narrow strips or paths that separated the fields. The paths between the fields were narrow – about three feet wide. They were used by the farmer to get to whatever fields he wanted to reach. They were also used by the travelers who were going from one part of the country to another. In Matthew 12:1 we read about the Lord Jesus and disciples walking through the fields of grain. No doubt they were walking on these little paths called the wayside soil. There were no fences walls around the fields, just those narrow little paths for travelers and for the farmer to get around in his area. The dirt in these paths was packed down, uncultivated, and never loosened. The continual pounding of the dirt by men’s feet and the dryness of this part of the world would compact the dirt to the point that it was like a road. It became hard as pavement. As a result, if the farmer threw some seed and it went beyond the furrow on to the hard surface, it would not have the opportunity to penetrate the ground, germinate, and grow due to the hardness of the soil and the birds taking the opportunity to immediately devour the seed, which was lying on the exposed surface. As the farmer was sowing the seeds there would be birds hovering above him, waiting for the opportunity to eat any seed that landed on the hard path. The birds were always ready to devour the seed on the wayside or hardened soil. 

Jesus interprets the wayside or hard soil by comparing it to a person’s heart that is hardened or insensitive toward the truth. The first problem soil or heart is mentioned in Matthew 13:19, “When any one heareth the word of the kingdom, and understandeth it not, then cometh the wicked one, and catcheth away that which was sown in his heart. This is he which received seed by the way side.” The analogy is this. A hard heart that is unbelieving and Christ-rejecting does not allow the seed of the Gospel to penetrate and have any spiritual or saving impact upon their life. The hardened heart corresponds to what Jesus had just said about unbelieving Israel who hears but refuses to see and accept the truth (see Matt. 13:13-15). The Bible teaches that people develop hard hearts when they refuse to accept truth and close their eyes to truth. In Matthew 13:19 Jesus says the person represented by the wayside soil hears the truth but “understandeth it not.” Why don’t people understand truth? It’s because they don’t want to! They refuse to hear the truth and turn a deaf ear to the Gospel message being presented to them (“hearing they hear not” – Matt. 13:13 and “dull of hearing” – Matt. 13:15). These expressions tell us that people, by their own choice, develop a hardened or insensitive response toward the Gospel message. The soil of their heart is hard and insensitive due to their stubborn rejection. The sad reality is this. When a person refuses to hear truth they develop a hard or insensitive heart and eventually become desensitized to truth. This results in no longer understanding the truth ("understandeth it not"). They remain blind sighted to the truth. Truth rejected eventually becomes truth that is lost. The idea is not that they could not understand but that they do not try or choose to understand due to their own heart condition.

We might add that when a person no longer understands the truth they have become totally blind to the truth or the message of the Gospel (“seeing see not” – vs. 13). In short, they become like a spiritual dunce. As a result of their hardness or rejection of truth they develop spiritual blindness. They no longer understand because they choose to not understand. This is because their heart has become like wayside soil that is beaten down, uncultivated, and has little chance of germinating seed. Sometimes we discover that this is the condition of people while witnessing to them. We can tell that they have crossed over a line and no longer want anything to do with truth. Their hearts are hardened to the truth to the point that they do not understand the saving significance that the Gospel message has for their life. They do not understand because they have become blind to the truth due to their own rejecting and hardened heart. This was true of Israel in our Lord’s day (Acts 7:51). The hardened hearts of the Jewish leaders had rejected His word and because of this Satan had taken the Word out of their hearts keeping them in blindness. As a result, Israel failed to yield fruit and could not yield fruit for the simple reason that she had no spiritual life. The seed of God’s Word fell on deaf ears or insensitive hearts and when this happens no spiritual life can germinate. Hardened hearts like hardened soil keep life from springing forth.  

What was true in Israel’s day, while our Lord was upon earth, is true today in the later mystery period. How often have we witnessed to someone and the Word of God made no impression upon their soul? Witnessing to them was like witnessing to a cow standing in a meadow. Truth seems to make no impact upon them whatsoever because of their hardened condition. This is the wayside hearer. The truth goes in one ear and out the other (“hearing they hear not” – Matt. 13:13). Because of the hardness of people’s hearts the Gospel seed does not germinate. We might right the words “no results” across this type of soil. There is no life or fruit that comes about due to the hardened condition of a person’s heart. The hard and unconcerned heart of people today is a common barrier to evangelism. We sometimes wonder how people can sit in church and listen to the magnificent facts of the Gospel over and over again and continually get up and walk away. Their hearts have become hardened and insensitive to truth. They sometimes are very arrogant in their rejection to your witness when they say, “I don’t believe that line of bologna. I don’t agree with what you say. I never heard such nonsense.” So people have their philosophies, religions, and ideas but they remain ignorant and stubborn in regards to the truth. They can in time become “past feeling” (Eph. 4:19). The Pharisees were hard-soil hearers and many today have followed in their train. We have our humanists, atheists, and liberals who simply do not want to consider the truth and validity of the Gospel message and say, “Leave me alone.” But let us also remember that a man does not necessarily have to reject the claims of Christ in order to be a wayside hearer. He may simply reject the Gospel invitation and over a period of time develop hardness of heart. The Sunday church-going individual may actually develop a wayside heart after years of rejecting the Gospel message. 

We must also remember that people in general have varying degrees of hardness existing in their hearts. Sharing the Gospel with the unsaved reveals that hardness and callousness, or insensitivity to truth, can vary from person to person. But one thing is for sure. Any person who rejects the message and offer of the glorious Gospel has in some degree hardened their hearts to the Gospel and Satan knows how to catch away the seed so it does not take root. Thus, a tremendous spiritual battle occurs when witnessing to the unsaved for we know that evil and sinister spiritual forces are at work to keep the Gospel seed from germinating in the hearts of the lost “lest the light of the glorious gospel of Christ, who is the image of God, should shine unto them” (2 Cor. 4:4). In other words, Satan knows he must steal or catch away the seed sown in the hearts of lost humanity or else the light of the Gospel will be seen and the seed will germinate and bring forth spiritual life. This brings us to our next thought in the parable.  

Jesus goes on to explain what happens in wayside hearts – hearts that are already insensitive to truth and past feeling. He goes on to say, “then cometh the wicked one, and catcheth away that which was sown in his heart. This is he which received seed by the way side” (Matt. 13:19). The Lord says that after one chooses to stubbornly reject truth, “then”(and only then) the birds come and catch away the seed that was sown in the heart. What do the birds or fowls represent in this parable? They represent the devil. Luke clearly reveals this to us. Luke 8:12, “Those by the way side are they that hear; then cometh the devil, and taketh away the word out of their hearts, lest they should believe and be saved.” Mark calls the fowls by another name – Satan. Mark 4:15, “And these are they by the way side, where the word is sown; but when they have heard, Satan cometh immediately, and taketh away the word that was sown in their hearts.” In our passage before us Matthew refers to the birds as “the wicked one” (Matt. 13:19). This is a descriptive term for the devil (1 John 5:19). All these names describe the archenemy of mankind who seeks to destroy lost people in their sins. In these parables we discover that the devil is constantly at work performing his evil agenda throughout the ages (Matt. 13:39). The point Jesus was making is that when people turn a deaf ear to the truth the devil is always ready and waiting to confirm people in their choice by blinding them (2 Cor. 4:4). The devil cooperates with them in their self-chosen path. He does this by stealing the seed of truth that was sown in their hearts. When truth hits a hard or insensitive heart the devil, that old bird, comes along and immediately steals the seed from the realm of that person’s heart in order to keep them in their blindness and hardened condition. The hard and unconcerned heart is easy prey for Satan. He makes a bad situation worse by stealing any seed of truth that falls upon the human heart and in doing so keeps people in their spiritual blindness so they do not see the true value of the Gospel. 

It’s interesting to contemplate that the devil cannot prevent the Word from being sown in the heart by the Sower but he can take it away from the heart. This is an important point to ponder. The Word of God will always do its work and can never return unto God void (Isa. 55:11). God’s Word always accomplishes its purpose, which in this case is to fall upon the hardened soil of the heart. However, the devil tries to stop the seed of truth from eventually taking root by immediately interfering and intercepting the message. He does this in many ways, which is the content of our next paragraph.   

One question we need to answer is this. How does the devil “catch away” the seed of the Gospel in the hardened hearts of humanity and keep them blind? He does this today through false teachers (2 Pet. 2:1-2 - “many shall follow their pernicious ways”). He also steals the seed of truth from the hearts of people by causing them to fear. When contemplating salvation people fear losing their reputation, being rejected by their friends, or being considered a religious fanatic (Prov. 29:25). Sometimes Satan uses pride (Prov. 16:18). There are people who simply don’t want to admit that they need help or that there are some things they don’t know. Satan will also use doubt, prejudice, stubbornness, a person’s love for sin (John 3:19), procrastination, or a combination of these ways to snatch away the Gospel seed from the hearts of people. He will use whatever way he can or whatever combination he can to make a person forget that he ever heard the Gospel message. 

Generally speaking Satan snatches away the Gospel seed by distraction. As the truth comes rushing into the human heart of a person he may be challenged for a moment to think about God, life, and salvation. And for a moment he wonders, “Maybe there is something to this.” He receives a passing impression. But it’s then that the devil immediately comes to snatch away the thought from his heart so it does not find root or return. What does the old bird do? He distracts people with a healthy dose of real life in order to get their attention away from spiritual realties. 

Ray Stedman said this concerning those who are distracted by real life: “They have settled for a world bounded on the north by their work, on the south by their family, on the east by taxes, and on the west by death. That is the whole of life to them. They have been described in the little jingle that goes,

“Into this world to eat and to sleep,

And to know no reason why he was born

Save to consume the corn,

Devour the cattle, flock, and fish,

And leave behind an empty dish.”

When the truth falls on the heart it might cause a momentary impression awaking the possibility of an entire world that a person has never thought of before. But it does not last long. This is because the devil comes along and takes the seed away selling the idea that a person is comfortable where they are at in life, content to let the world go by, and too busy in real life to consider about spiritual things which can’t possibly make any sense in real living. The message is dismissed from their minds as soon as they hear a joke, a piece of gossip, the latest football score, or a crying baby. So the wayside heart shrugs it off and man goes on brainwashed in his persistent hardness and blindness. 

There is another question we must answer. Why does the devil “catch away” the seed? For the simple reason that the devil does not want the seed to germinate. You may think that this is an impossibility when it comes to hardened soil but hear me out. The previous owner of my home had placed down black plastic on several areas of ground surface and then put stones over top of the plastic preventing any light or growth. When I pulled up the plastic some twenty years later the ground was compact, hard, and I thought nothing could ever grow on such a surface as this. But in time after several rains, I began to notice that weeds and other signs of life were germinating and staring to push up through the once hardened soil, which had now softened and allowed life to begin growing. May I suggest that the devil knows more about the seed then we do. The Evil One knows that when the seed of God’s truth is left in the heart long enough it can once again become softened and sensitive truth (“lest at any time they should see with their eyes, and hear with their ears, and should understand with their heart, and should be converted, and I should heal them” – Matt. 13:15). 

God’s seed has a way of penetrating even the hardest of soils or hearts so that “the light of the glorious gospel of Christ” can “shine” or illuminate the human mind to eternal truth and salvation (2 Cor. 4:4). Thank the Lord that He has “commanded the light to shine out of darkness” and we can say one day the light “shined in our heart, to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ” (2 Cor. 4:6). When the seed of God’s truth is sown in the heart the light of illumination is turned on and it’s only then that the hardness and spiritual veil of the heart can be removed. “Nevertheless when it (the heart) shall turn to the Lord, the vail shall be taken away” (2 Cor. 3:16). Dear friend, when the human heart is hoed, worked over, or plowed by the conviction of the Spirit of God, then at “any time” (Matt. 13:15) the human heart can be softened and respond to the Gospel message. So the message still stands true today. “Who hath ears to hear, let him hear” (Matt. 13:9). 

Yes, spiritually dead people can hear (“lest at any time … they should hear with their ears” – Matt. 13:15). This is not the teaching of Reformed Theology but it is the teaching of the Bible. When the Sower plants the seed of conviction upon the human heart the spiritually dead man can understand the Gospel and respond to the message of truth in order to be converted (“and should be converted”). Jesus verified that spiritually dead people can hear the message of truth and respond to this message (John 5:24). Deaf ears can become hearing ears. Blind eyes can become seeing eyes. Hardened hearts can become softened once again. But it takes the work of the Sower upon the human heart. 

Luke 8:12 one again reads, “Those by the way side are they that hear; then cometh the devil, and taketh away the word out of their hearts, lest they should believe and be saved.” John Bunyan was a blasphemer and the most godless man in his village. He was regarded as so hardhearted and committed to godlessness that no Christian had any hope for him at all. But one day he heard the story of the sower, and these very words seized upon his heart, “then cometh the devil, and taketh away the word out of their hearts, lest they should believe and be saved.” And Bunyan said to himself, “Even the devil knows that if a man believes the Word he’ll be saved!” So he believed it and he was saved. He became the author of Pilgrim’s Progress and a tremendous testimony for God in his age.

God’s seed can germinate in any soil – even hard soil over a period of time. This is why the devil immediately comes to catch away the seed from the human heart. The devil knows all too well that the divine Sower can break through the hardest of hearts with the truth of His Word (Rom. 10:17). Herbert Lockyer said: “When once the Word is understood and received in faith, it is beyond Satan’s reach.” How wonderful this is! What a joy to know that the seed can do its work in the hearts of lost people, even those who we think have no hope to be saved. There is illuminating power in the seed of God’s Word that causes the devil to work immediately in the heart when the seed is sown. 

So what are the lessons of the wayside soil? First, we have learned that Satan strongly opposes the sowing of God’s Word. Second, the devil cannot prevent the Word from being sown in the heart by the Sower but he can take it away from the heart through his clever tricks and distractions of life. Third, people need the Lord. There is a world that is lost and going to hell and the wicked one is trying to keep people on their spiritual course of destruction. May each one of us develop a new heart for lost people so that we might allow the Sower to work through us in spreading the Gospel to a world in desperate need of salvation. 

b. The stony soil – a shallow heart (Matt. 13:5-6, 20-21)

The next picture that Jesus gives is that of rocky soil but we should not think of this as soil with tiny rocks running throughout it since the farmer who cultivated would seek to remove the rocks from his field. Rather, the rocky soil in the land of Israel referred to strains of limestone bedrock running through it. In many places this bedrock or lower shelf of rock would come up within inches of the soil surface. The soil depth was actually shallow and could not sustain growth that would last. Farmers sometimes were unaware of the rocky shelf that was underneath the soil. As a result, they would sow their seed in those areas that contained very shallow soil since the soil was resting on stone. If the seed landed on the soil that rested on the surface of the bedrock it would germinate and try to send its roots downward, but there was no place for the roots to go. Initially these seeds would spring up higher than the other grain. This occurred because the seeds could only grow up and would not use their energy sending roots downward like the other seeds. The plant that emerged was a shoot without any underlying root. The little surface moisture that was received by the seed caused initial quick growth. Eventually the promised harvest died from the heat of the summer because the bedrock hindered the seed from finding any moisture. No moisture could be retained in the soil without a root system and the early promise of grain or fruit would wither away, since it had no chance to develop completely. Jesus then gives the interpretation of this soil in 

Matthew 13:20-21:

“But he that received the seed into stony places, the same is he that heareth the word, and anon with joy receiveth it; Yet hath he not root in himself, but dureth for a while: for when tribulation or persecution ariseth because of the word, by and by he is offended.”  

When we read about the soils in this parable we must think about the hearts of lost humanity for this is what the parable is portraying. Jesus uses the stony soil illustration to once again speak about a person’s heart. This heart is different than the first soil, which pictured a hardened and unreceptive response to the truth or message of salvation. In the first soil description no seed could penetrate the human heart and no fruit was produced. In this instance (stony soil) the seed of God’s truth does penetrate the heart (“he that received the seed”). The seed falls on the human heart and is received bringing about what seems to be a sign of positive life that will continue to grow and produce a promised harvest. However, due to the nonexistent root system the stony ground hearer cannot produce any fruit that lasts. There will be no harvest of fruit or grain in his life that is useable for the Sower (Jesus Christ). How can the Sower use something that has not reached the stage of harvest and which is now dead? This tells me that the interpretation of the stony soil refers to the heart and person who is unsaved or unregenerate. 

Think of it this way. In each of these pictures the plants or the fruit of grain is not the person. The ground or soil is reflective of the person. The plant is only reflective of the kind of fruit that comes from the differently types of soil or people. In two of the soil types fruit grows and it appears to be good fruit taking on the visible appearance that God’s Word has positively affected the individual’s life. But by and by the fruit does not last and cannot be harvested by the Sower. The fruit is of no value to the Sower. This tells us that the fruit seen in the life of this person is not fruit generated from the new life. Rather, it is fruit generated from the flesh for even the flesh is capable of producing notable acts of reformation. The flesh is very deceptive and can at times manipulate the workings of the new life. But at last it will be proven that the fruit exhibited by this stony-soil hearer was not God’s fruit but actually froth or sham fruit generated from the old nature, which would not stand the test of time (Matt. 7:21-23). The fleshly works of human achievement are not the fruits of godly living. Fleshy fruit can at times be confused with the fresh fruit of God’s new life. However, time will tell the true nature of the fruit and the person who displayed the fruit (2 Cor. 13:5 – “except ye be reprobates”). 

Earlier Jesus spoke of how the religious people of His day attempted to clean up their lives and live outwardly righteous. They tried to improve their life in some way by refusing to worship idols, as their former ancestors did prior to the captivity. So Israel after the time of captivity has outwardly appeared to be religious and reformed in their manner of living by refusing idolatrous worship. They were like a house that was “empty, swept, and garnished” (Matt. 12:44). By this illustration Jesus reminded the people that a man could try by natural means to clean up his life and set things in order without having right relationship with Him. Let us never forget that there is a fleshly attempt by man to manipulate the new life but mere “religion” is never fruit for God. So this reformed and religious man, somewhat like the enthusiastic man in Matthew 13, lacked a supernatural conversion. God does not accept fleshly acts of reformation as fruit (Luke 18:11-14; Matt. 5:20; Isa. 64:6). This is proven in the parable the Sower since the farmer never harvests the early crop due to its premature death. We must remember the principle of “that which is born of the flesh is flesh” (John 3:6). 

Paul Van Gorder sums it up well by saying:

“Further, there are two kinds of conversion: in one a man says he is going to turn over a new leaf and do better, in the other he sincerely turns “to God from idols, to serve the living and true God, and wait for his Son from heaven” (1 Thess. 1:9, 10).”  

Some have suggested that this type of soil refers to carnal Christians who get caught up in the world after they are saved and fail to produce fruitful living, as they should. But this is an erroneous interpretation that defies the simple fact that in the end there was no mature fruit that the Sower could harvest. Thus, the response of this person was superficial and no true fruit was ever produced by this individual that the Sower could use for His glory and service. When we contemplate the nature of what the second and third soils represent in this parable we must avoid the common error of making a parable say more than it wants to say. Many times the meaning of a parable is stretched to fit into some later revelation found in the epistles. Do not commit the error of reading every detail of the later epistles into the parables! Let a parable stand on its own two feet without foreign interpretation from unrelated Bible passages. This is why some find carnal or uncommitted Christians in the parable of the Sower but the context does not warrant any such interpretation and conclusion. The first soil never produced fruit while the other two soils could not produce fruit that would last. You must concur that none of the other soils were said to produce fruit that could be harvested! The fruit died and withered away. As we will see only the final soil produces lasting fruit, which was harvested and accounted as fruit (Matt. 13:23). This becomes an indicator that the seed of God’s truth had correctly germinated in the heart. This is important to realize as we study the parable of the Sower. In the final analysis, the first three soils were all unproductive, since the Sower could harvest no fruit. The first three responses were unproductive whereas the last response was productive. Thus, it is only the last soil where the seed correctly germinates in the heart, which in return produces genuine and lasting fruit that the Sower can harvest for His glory. This tells us that only the last type of soul represents a person who has genuine life and salvation for where there is no fruit to harvest there can be no spiritual life existing (1 John 3:8, 10). Salvation is not of works (Eph. 2:8-9) but works do follow salvation (Eph. 2:10) as a sign of genuine salvation and life. 

It can then be concluded that the first three soils clearly represent those people who are unregenerate and have no real life or salvation. This is because the seed never correctly germinated in the heart so that lasting fruit could be produced in their life. To come to any other conclusion would defy clear meaning and understanding concerning the human responses to the Gospel message. Jesus is not teaching about various types of Christians but different types of responses that come from the unsaved as they hear the Gospel message and the adverse results that take place in their lives. In the case of the stony soil the seed of God’s truth is on and in the heart of a person but it does not go down into the heart affecting any real and lasting change. This is why we have identified this person as possessing a shallow heart. The seed of God’s truth could not correctly germinate in the heart of this person due to the shallowness of their conversion experience. 

The shallow soil with the underlying bedrock lacked a root system and portrays a reformed type of person in this parable.  The root of God’s truth could not make it into the deep earth or soil of this human heart where inward change could occur due to the bedrock of resistance underneath the soil. This resistance is an unrepentant heart that is not willing to be broken over its sinful life. Thus, there was a shallow or surface reception of the truth, a profession of faith and new life, but in the end no root system of inner conviction and brokenness over sin was developed in the heart of this person. The seed of God’s truth was not allowed to take root in the heart and because of this no inner conviction and contrition was sent downward into the human heart. We might write the words “no roots” over this type of heart due to the rocky soil (Matt. 13:21). This is because the roots cannot be formed and penetrate downward into the deepest depths of the human heart to produce the true inward change that is needed in order to bring forth the fruit of lasting outward change. So in the end there is a hardness toward the Gospel message in this second hearer. It is not an open denial or rejection of the Gospel facts but an inward refusal or bedrock resistance to the seed. The seed of God’s truth is not allowed to root itself in the depths of the human heart through the needed inner conviction and repentance over sin. Nothing is wrong with the seed. It’s the nature of the ground that prevents the seed from taking root.    

Several points can be developed about the shallow stony-heart person. They will help us to understand what Jesus was referring to when talking about this person. 

1. This person has an emotional response to the Gospel message.

When Jesus says that “anon” (at once, immediately) with joy receiveth it,” He is stating how this person initially embraced the message of truth with a quick response and enthusiastic reception. There is not a lot of thought involved but a quick human response filled with emotional excitement and thrill. This person receives the Gospel message with smiles and cheers. Mark 4:16 reads this way: “And these are they likewise which are sown on stony ground; who, when they have heard the word, immediately receive it with gladness.” The joy and gladness of heart depicts a person who has an emotional flare for the truth, which appears to be a genuine response and reception of the Gospel message in their heart. 

Here is the type of person who makes an immediate and enthusiastic profession of faith in Christ. Perhaps the profession occurs in times of emotional distress or when they are facing bad times in their life. They see Jesus as a way out of their troubles (John 6:26) or a way to get their miracle in life (John 2:23-25; Acts 8:13). They want to change or reform their life in some way. Many people today who are dealing with deep problems in life, created by their own sinful living, or who may be experiencing health problems, reach out to Christianity in an attempt to find an instant solution for their problems in life. In times of great distress they push the panic button and say, “I need to get God on my side so I can fix my life.” Many people want a savior for their needs and not for their soul! Many people want a savior to fix their problems and not fix their soul! In actuality, these types of people want to make resolutions to fix up their lives instead of actually receiving Christ as their Savior (John 1:12). This type of person has superficially come to Christ for what he thought he would get in the way of personal benefit, but when confronted with the high cost of living the Christian life, he will not pay the price (vs. 21). 
There are those today who embrace Christ in order to get married to another Christian but their reason for turning to Christ was wrong and their profession of faith is false. Others are told that if they believe on Christ everything would be wonderful, happy, and joyful. It’s these kind of people who immediately embrace Christ with gladness or joy of heart knowing that Jesus will make things right for them and give to them the health, happiness, and home that they need in life. There is also the self-seeking person who makes a profession simply desiring to find something new and exciting in life (Acts 17:21 - “some new thing”). They want some new twist on life and make a profession of faith as if they were about to discover some new exciting thrill and adventure in life. They want to “try Jesus” like they would try a new car or product on the market. This is the experience seeker who wants to get something new in life in order to see if it will make his life exciting and different. 

Then too, there is the thrill seeker who wants to make a profession in Christ in order to experience a certain euphoric feeling. This is especially popular today. Some people think that becoming a Christian is like taking drugs. There is an emotional high of gladness and ecstasy attached to converting to Christ and they want the experience. A cold chill will run down the back of a person and they will fall backward or do cartwheels in the church isle and when they do these things they will possess real faith. This type of person wants to received Christ in order to experience something that he sees others doing. After the experience he seeks other similar experiences in order to demonstrate and prove that he has now “got Jesus” and is embarking on a heroic and historic mission to live, as Jesus would want him to live. There is a lot of emotional pizzazz and fizz that is attached to this type of profession of faith but in the end the fizz fizzes out and there is nothing left but fruitless living. 

All these types of people seem to immediately embrace the Gospel message but do so for fleshly reasons and their profession of faith in Christ is a surface reception of Christ for they never allow the root of repentance over sin to reach their inner heart. They never desire true freedom or release from sin (John 8:33; 36-37). We must stop and consider the hard facts that not everyone who claims to make a profession of faith has faith in the right person (Christ) or has faith in Christ for the right reason. I’m afraid that there are many professions that are made quickly and with great fanfare which have no depth to them or no root of inner conviction and repentance over sin. Their shallowness is soon evident for they soon wither away and disappear from the Christian scene altogether. When a person loses their desire to pray, when a person’s ship capsizes and they completely lose their hunger for the Word of God, when they have no compassion for the things of God, it’s then that they give evidence of their empty profession.     

In the heart analogy of the rocky soil that lacked roots, it would outwardly appear that the true seed of God’s truth had correctly germinated in the heart of this person, due to their immediate and joyous reception to the message of God’s Word. Their response of gladness and excitement over God’s truth would seemingly place them in the Christian camp. It would appear that they have jumped on the Jesus bandwagon. There is an initial thrill and spin that occurs in their life which gets everybody believing that something wonderful has taken place on this inside of this person which is real and genuine. In general the stony-soil hearer of the Gospel message is that person who claims to receive the message of the Gospel and tells everybody that he is now a Christian. Their initial response, not only in their so-called conversion experience, but also in their life, is one of instant enthusiasm and interest in God’s work and house. When they hear the Gospel message they are immediately stirred, enthusiastic, and overjoyed by what it says and make an immediate profession of faith. Everything is bright with promises. This person is quick to tell you that they are going to do a great work for God and change their life completely and forever for the Lord. There is a sense of euphoria, zeal, and initial newness and change to this person’s life that is witnessed by everybody. Everybody has great expectations for this person. As a self-professed new convert he makes far-reaching goals for his life and appears to be determined to make new spiritual commitments in his life. He is going to take his life to another level but then somewhere along the way everything changes. His bubble pops and he is no longer on the spiritual bandwagon. Three months later he is gone. He stalls out as quickly as he starts up. He was present for a season but then drops off the end of the world when it comes to Christ and living the Christian life. The reason for this sudden change is obvious. There was only a shallow or surface response (false profession) toward the Gospel message as indicated by the depth of the soil and the lack of root system. All of the initial hype ended in disappointment since the human heart was never rooted with the inner conviction and repentance over sin. This person’s feelings were changed but not his soul. All the change is on the surface, rather than in the depths of his heart. There is no root in his life. 

Sometimes a shallow acceptance of the gospel is encouraged by shallow evangelism, which holds out the blessings of salvation, but hides the need for genuine repentance of sin and a willingness to turn from the old life. People might be encouraged to walk down an aisle, raise their hand, or sign a card without coming to grips with their need for repentance and turning away from sin.  It’s these types of people that are in great danger of becoming further from Christ than they were before they heard the message. In one sense, they become insulated from true salvation by a false profession of faith. 
One writer described their superficial and euphoric response to the Gospel message in this way: “In any case, the superficial convert accepts the message of salvation with open arms and is overcome with joy and enthusiasm. He cannot say enough good about the gospel, the preacher, the church, and the Lord. He is on an emotional high, in a state of grand euphoria. He is certain he has found the answer to his felt needs. He has been accepted with those who believe and cannot wait to tell everyone of the new meaning, purpose, and happiness in his life.”  This is the type of person that is representative of the stony ground. 
Please note that this heart does not allow the devil to steal away the seed like wayside soil (Matt. 13:19). In this case the flesh of self-seeking and self-reformation keeps the truth of God’s seed from germinating correctly in the human heart. The flesh causes a person to seek Christ for other reasons than salvation. The flesh interferes by keeping a person from exhibiting the deep roots of true repentance and faith in Christ for salvation. In this section of the parable the stony-soil of the heart never develops any roots of inner repentance that reach down into the depths of the human heart. In return there can be no lasting change in a person’s lifestyle. So the first response of the wayside heart was affected by satanic interaction whereas the second response was affected by fleshly manipulation. Gaebelein spoke of this person in this way: “Only here is the brightest side of the flesh, if one can speak of it in such a way. But behind that little earth is the solid rock, which no plow has broken and where no life is present. How great is this class? It is the class of professing Christians.” 

Let’s consider some other thoughts while we are contemplating how the flesh interferes by keeping a person away from their true need for repentance, faith, and salvation in Christ. The flesh in every person is capable of responding enthusiastically to an appeal, especially and appeal to the emotions. I believe the surface reaction of false profession can be easily generated in several types of contemporary settings. 

Contemporary Pragmatic Evangelism

Let’s put this in a contemporary light and setting. It is not a stretch of the imagination that pragmatic evangelism is a breeding ground to produce stony-soil hearers. The reality and likelihood of a shallow fleshly response is especially true when the Gospel is presented through the glamour of modern plays, pragmatic worldly programs, stage lights, and show-bizz or Hollywood showmanship. These theatrical types of manmade atmospheres resemble more of a hockey game than God’s House and often are conducive to this type of shallow stony-heart response to the Gospel message. Gospel entertainment and Christian Rock Music (CCM) becomes a breeding ground for stony-ground hearers. Worldly music creates a worldly mindset instead of a repentant heart over sin. The message of Christianity is to save people from their sins (Matt. 1:21). This message is not portrayed when people are entertained in their sins through worldly music that sounds like their own music of rebellion and wickedness. 

We must also remember that truth was never to be communicated through the medium or agency of worldly pragmatic entertainment (1 Cor. 2:1-5; 15:11; 2 Tim. 4:2; Neh. 8:8-9) since this has the potential to dull truth and lead to skewed spiritual results in the hearts of the lost. Presenting the Gospel message through entertainment can often blur, distort, and dilute the Gospel message causing emotional responses that have no root in them. Furthermore, so-called Gospel entertainment can very easily result in man-produced emotional feelings within the realm of a person’s heart that falls way short of genuine repentance over sin (Luke 24:47) and faith in Jesus Christ (Gal. 3:26). A person can respond emotionally to a Gospel invitation and plea of salvation but not respond in repentance and faith. Such is the case of the shallow stony soil, which is representative of a person that receives the Gospel message with much euphoria and fanfare (“joy” and “gladness”) but in the end does not pan out as a true believer in Jesus Christ. People can have emotional experiences and responses that result from the world of entertainment, which are not wrought by Holy Spirit conviction and repentance over sin (John 16:8). 

These experiences are representative of the stony-soil hearer who has a shallow or surface response to the Gospel message. They want to embrace Christianity without true repentance and faith in Jesus Christ. Today Christianity is presenting itself as something that is no different than the pagan old way of life with its pagan rock music and desire to follow worldly influence. This sends confusing messages to the hearts of the lost so that they become like the stony-soil person in this parable. They make a shallow profession of faith in Christ but have not truly repented of their sin and believed on Christ for their salvation from hell and damnation. The Lord’s prophecy of the stony-ground hearer is being fulfilled before our very eyes today in the contemporary movement of pragmatic evangelism. Many are supposedly converting to Christ or trying Jesus through emotional persuasion and for a time they appear to light up but all too soon they crawl back into the dark hole from where they came from. 

Let us remember that the world of theatrics, tear-jerking stories, religious comedians, and entertainment may stimulate certain human and shallow responses such as emotional highs, intellectual pleasures, artificial behavior, human potential, dulled spiritual senses, corrupted tastes, non-confrontational comfort zones, secular commitments and distorted decisions, which are generated from the power of visual affects instead of from the Holy Spirit. As a result theatrics can easily produce the shallow stony-soil heart or the type of person, which is nothing less than a product of pragmatism, or a convert of the productions of man. This type of person experiences a kind of pseudo-revival without repentance and reformation without regeneration. Such is the case of the stony-soil hearer. The person who reacts emotionally to some kind of Gospel plea, which is glamorized and hidden behind the world of entertainment, may often respond superficially to something that is being offered to them. By this I mean that they do not experience true repentance and faith in the heart but rather make a superficial identification with Christ by walking down and isle or raising a hand because they are caught up in the fanfare of the moment. They then identify their connection with Christ as some kind of outward emotional experience that they had in response to gyrating music or some kind of performance. They talk about their euphoric experience and the fuzzy feeling or chill that ran down their back when they tried Jesus or when they were converted to Christ and His cause. They talk about how they were full of joy, ecstasy, and gladness but never mention how they were full of conviction over sin! 

Matthew 13:20  

“But he that received the seed into stony places, the same is he that heareth the word, and anon with joy receiveth it.” 

Mark 4:16 “And these are they likewise which are sown on stony ground; who, when they have heard the word, immediately receive it with gladness.”

Dear friend, joy and gladness are not associated with repentance. Mourning and brokenness over sin are associated with all true repentance (James 4:9). In these cases the seed does not correctly germinate in the heart due to a person’s emotional response to a program or entertaining picture instead of a saving response of “repentance toward God” and “faith toward our Lord Jesus Christ (Acts 20:21). The lesson is this. We must learn to do God’s work in God’s way so that we can get God’s results and not man’s results – stony-soil hearers. 

Contemporary Evangelism Efforts

Some of the brethren are responsible for producing stony-soil hearers by a type of high-pressure evangelism being done today. This type of evangelism, which pushes people into making a decision for Jesus Christ, causes professions of faith that are unsubstantial and worthless in God’s sight. People who respond to the Gospel invitation on this level, through high-pressure evangelism, find themselves jettisoning the faith they supposedly embraced when they were confronted by a would-be evangelist at their door, who was pushing them to make and immediate decision for Christ. We often chide the Pharisees for making converts “twofold more the child of hell” (Matt. 23:15) when we do the same thing by forcing people to believe on Christ before they are really convicted that they have sinned against God and are in need of salvation. Some even brag about their converts and strike another notch on their belt. But the sad reality is that many can respond to an emotional appeal without ever moving their will to repent of their sin and place faith in Jesus Christ. A person might quickly and happily embrace what someone is saying about Christ and sit with them church the first Sunday but by and by they are proven to be counterfeits, who have under an emotional plea made some kind of reaction to Jesus Christ, without possessing the deep conviction or repentance over sin, nor understanding what true faith in Christ is all about. There are many converts of man who could be placed in this category. 

I once asked a man if he had ever personally believed on Jesus Christ. His response to me was this, “I did that.” I wonder what “that” was. I asked him and he had no understanding of his own sinfulness before God and his need to place faith in the death and resurrection of Christ. To him embracing Christianity was simply doing something instead of believing in Someone – Jesus Christ. Converts of high-pressure evangelism do not last. They eventually move back into the old way of life realizing that the Christianity thing and fling is not all what it’s cracked up to be.

2. This person possesses no repentance in his heart. 

Matthew 13:21 

“Yet hath he not root in himself, but dureth for a while: for when tribulation or persecution ariseth because of the word, by and by he is offended.”  

The lack of a root system developing underneath the plant is because of the rocky shelf bed that exists just below the soil preventing the roots to form and penetrate deep into the soil. The analogy to the human heart is easy to see. The Gospel seed cannot make its way to the human heart when the roots of inner conviction and contrition over sin do not exist. Without the root of repentance the water of life cannot reach the human heart (John 4:14). The lack of genuine repentance over sin keeps the Gospel seed from reaching down into the deep recesses of the human heart.    

So this person is said to have no “root in himself” meaning that his repentance over sin was lacking causing spurious growth and development that did not last. The idea is that the root system of inward repentance never developed to provide the proper type of life that is needed for survival. The surface growth in the stony soil provided no lasting life or stability. Such is the case with the unrepentant individual. This person has what we might call a thin-surfaced hold of the Gospel message that is only superficial. They have a superficial hold of the truth by way of outward profession, but have never committed themselves to the saving message of Christ through inner repentance and faith, resulting in a true possession of the salvation of the Gospel. Like soil existing on a rocky surface, this person’s change was on the surface, rather than in the depths of his heart. His feelings were changed but not his soul. He was filled with joy and gladness on the surface but lacked the depth of inward repentance and remorse over sin. When there is no repentance, no remorse over sin, no recognition of lostness, no contrition, no brokenness, humility, and desire to be delivered from sin’s power, then a person is not ready to be saved nor can they be saved. 
If a person is going to be truly saved he will have to develop the deep roots of inner conviction over sin and repent before God. Repentance is when a person inwardly changes their mind about their sin. The Bible teaches that unsaved people must become truly broken over their sin, see themselves as a dreadfully terrible sinner who has offended God’s holiness, and inwardly turn to God from the wickedness of their past lives, desiring deliverance and freedom from their sin (1 Thess. 1:9-10). When a person repents the roots of deep conviction and contrition over sin occur that leads to salvation (2 Cor. 7:10 – “for godly sorrow worketh repentance to salvation”). Acts 17:30 reminds us that God “commandeth all men every where to repent.” Jesus said in Luke 24:47, “And that repentance and remission of sins should be preached in his name among all nations, beginning at Jerusalem.” Jesus’ stunning rebuke in Luke 13:3 cannot be misunderstood: “I tell you, Nay: but, except ye repent, ye shall all likewise perish.” When a person fails to repent or change his mind about their sinfulness before God and possesses no desire to be freed from their sinful lifestyle, then it’s very obvious that this person is not ready to place their faith or belief in Christ for salvation. Repentance precedes faith and without repentance faith cannot be real or genuine. 

The stony soil person is like the man who has built his house on the sand (Matt. 7:26-27). He has a superficial and shaky foundation that will not last. In the case of the stony hearer his foundation is unstable because there is no root underneath him – no genuine repentance that leads to salvation. For this reason the stony soil hearer immediately renounces his profession of faith as immediately as he had received it. This is because he has come to Christ for what he thought he would get in the way of personal benefit. However, when he becomes confronted with the high cost of living the Christian life, he is not willing to pay the price. As one writer says, “He has built his religious house on the sand of emotional experience, and when the storms of affliction or persecution beat on his house, it crumbles and washes away.” 

Churches across America have many of these stony-soil hearts and hearers. They come and go. The text says that they “dureth for a while” (Matt. 13:21) or endure for a time or season but then fall back into the same old sinful patterns of life never evidencing any lasting fruit or change. This is because there is no spiritual life existing in this person. I like to call these types of people “seasonal people.” In fact, they may only attend church at two seasons of the year – Thanksgiving and Christmas. What causes them to fall back into the old way of life? The text says it’s because of the “tribulation” and “persecution” that comes from being identified “with the word.” Mark makes it even clearer when he says the persecution comes “for the word’s sake” (Mark 4:17). In other words, when a person appears to belong to Christ they are seen to be a follower of His word and this is something the unsaved world despises (2 Cor. 2:16). Followers of Christ and His Word become a reminder to the unsaved of the fate that awaits them if they fail to repent of their sins and place their faith and trust in Christ. In any event, because of their supposed link to Christ the stony hearer will experience pressure from the unsaved people of the world. This is because the world’s expectation of believers is that they should live differently when embracing the Christian life. 

The stony hearer becomes overwhelmed when people criticize him for being a Christian and identifying with the truth of God’s Word. In response to such pressure the stony hearer becomes “offended” (Gk. - scandalizo) means “to entrap” or “to trip up” and has the figurative or metaphorical meaning of causing a person to stumble or commit apostasy. In other words, when this person becomes trapped by the persecution and tribulation of the world he ends up falling away. This is the word from which we derive our word scandal. The idea behind the word means that when pressure hits the rocky soil heart this person commits a spiritual scandal or disgraceful act of apostasy that demonstrates what kind of person he really is – unregenerate and without life. When unsaved friends, family, fellow students, co-workers, or employers begin to criticize him for his faith, or pressure him to compromise, he cannot resist and becomes overtaken by the worldly pressure. This person eventually becomes ashamed of the Gospel and of Christ, who he had previously and so joyously proclaimed, as His Savior. So why does this person fall by the wayside? It’s because his profession of faith had no conviction or sincerity. It’s because he never experienced the new birth or the new life that Christ gives. In short, he possessed only a sham faith that soon would wither away and becomes nonexistent due to worldly pressure. 
Let us remember that surface impressions are transitory and when temptations and persecution arise, this person quickly defects. The stony soil hearer wants nothing to do with living the Christian life of discipleship, surrender, and counting the cost (Luke 14:27-28). This person wants the gladness of Christianity but not the cross of Christianity (Matt. 16:24). Because of this they defect and no longer identify with Christ and Christianity in any real way. Sometimes you cannot sort out the superficiality of someone’s profession of faith until the rubber meets the road, or until tribulation or persecution comes along for identifying with Christ and His Word.    

You will remember that Gideon’s army first numbered 32,000 but eventually 22,000 of the men went back home. Out of the remainder of men 9,700 were at ease and only 300 were real (Judges 7). It should not be a surprise to us that when we pray with someone to receive Christ they might not be genuine on the inside facing the terrible nature of their sins. We must keep in mind that they still might be rocky soil. There may have never been any established root system or sense of brokenness over their sin and desire to be delivered from their old ways of living. 
We should not be surprised today when we see many professing Christ and salvation and then defecting from anything that is related to Christ and salvation. Our Lord said this would take place throughout the mystery period of time. Let us remember the old saying, “There are many professors but few possessors.” Titus 1:16 puts it like this, “They profess that they know God; but in works they deny him, being abominable, and disobedient, and unto every good work reprobate.” These professors of salvation, the shallow or stony soil hearers, are those people who manifest “a form of godliness” but at the same time they are “denying the power thereof” (2 Tim. 3:5). In others words, they have never experienced true regeneration or the implantation of God’s life. Therefore, they only have the outward form and reformation of godly living but lack the true reality of God’s life indwelling them. In short, they “deny the power” (2 Tim. 3:5) that is needed for living the Christian life and this is why they eventually end up defecting from Christ and Christianity. These people have a form of religion but not the force or power to live differently. These kinds of people have said to me, “I have lost my faith.” But this is not the case; they never had genuine faith. This is because true faith that brings a person into the Christian life does not defect from Christ and Christianity (Heb. 3:12; 14). 

Luke 8:13 describes this stony hearer in this way: “They on the rock are they, which, when they hear, receive the word with joy; and these have no root, which for a while believe, and in time of temptation fall away.” Did you catch the statement “which for a while believe.” This tells us that this person’s faith was shallow or superficial. It was a false profession of faith for the simple reason that no true regenerate believer will believe in Jesus Christ for a temporary time and then at one point forsake placing faith in the Savior of their soul (Rom. 10:11). How can a believer (Acts 5:14; 1 Tim. 4:12) not believe? This is an oxymoron. When a person says that they once had faith, but then lost their faith in Jesus Christ, they are really telling you the story that they never placed genuine faith in Jesus Christ for salvation. Believers in Jesus Christ do not become apostates who bear no fruit for the harvest, as the stony ground hearer. So we must understand that when we witness to the lost and lead people to Jesus Christ that only time will tell whether or not a person’s profession of faith was genuine. We don’t want to count our chickens before they hatch. 

Dr. Paul Van Gorder made a very wise point when saying:   

“I have never been in favor of getting a sinner up from his knees and showing him off in front of a crowd. Irreparable harm has been done to the cause of Christ by parading noted figures of the entertainment, sports, and political world across the evangelical platform before sufficient time has elapsed to indicate whether the seed of the Word of God has penetrated and really taken root.” 

Now remember that the stony soul hearer starts enthusiastically but they never finish! This is because an emotional or religious experience that merely touches the sinner on the surface of the soul can only result in apostasy from the Christian faith and lifestyle. The shallow stony-soil hearer is reminiscent of those that John spoke of in his epistle. 1 John 2:19, “They went out from us, but they were not of us; for if they had been of us, they would no doubt have continued with us: but they went out, that they might be made manifest that they were not all of us.” Our Lord spoke of these types of followers. In John 6:66 He records the ending of the shallow or stony-soil hearted person who is a self-professed follower of Christ. The sad words read like this: “From that time many of his disciples went back, and walked no more with him.” This gives to us more conclusive evidence that the person mentioned in the parable of the Sower, which receives the Word with great gladness and fanfare and then drops off, is nothing more than an apostate who never had any real life germinating in his heart. The seed of God’s truth never correctly found root in his heart producing genuine repentance, spiritual life, and lasting change. True believers in Christ will continue to manifest a general change of life and behavior (John 8:31). They will never totally abandon the Lord by returning to the old way of life and never again bear any resemblance of Christianity. 

Charles Spurgeon wrote: 

“If the man does not live differently from what he did before, both at home and abroad, his repentance needs to repented of, and his conversion is a fiction.” 

For a time the stony soil hearer partakes of vitamin A and there is talk about a new beginning but it’s only a matter of time before they are taking vitamin Z and living as they always lived. I view this type of faith as a freshly poured can of Pepsi. When you first pour the Pepsi into the glass there is a lot of fizz. It comes up over the top of the glass and runs down the side. There is no mistake about it. There is a lot o fizz. However, if you allow the glass of Pepsi to sit on the counter for several hours all the fizz will go out of it. All that you will have left is a flat glass of Pepsi. What has happened? The pop has gone out of the pop! That is exactly what happens to an individual who has all kinds of joyous ecstasy when they supposedly come to Christ. They are all fizz for a short time but then end up without any pop at all. They are Alka-Seltzer people who start with a lot of fizz but end up with no fizz. 

Vance Havner used to say:

“They go up like a rocket and come down like a rock!”

Ezekiel 36:26 promises: 

“A new heart also will I give you, and a new spirit will I put within you: and I will take away the stony heart out of your flesh, and I will give you an heart of flesh.”

Many people today need to get rid of their stony heart and exchange it for a heart that is softened toward sin and ready to repent and be saved. Praise the Lord. He can make a brand new heart! 
c. The weedy soil – a worldly heart (Matthew 13:7, 22)

Matthew 13:22 reads: 

“He also that received seed among the thorns is he that heareth the word; and the care of this world, and the deceitfulness of riches, choke the word, and he becometh unfruitful.” 

When Jesus talks about the seed that falls among the thorns (brush or briers) He is referring to those seeds sown by the farmer that fell into the weed patch, which was filled with a dense growth of bushes and shrubs. It was a thicket where prickly plants would grow and other kinds of brush reminiscent of the curse (Gen. 3:18). These types of thorny plants have snagged me from time to time. They tend to come up in a thicket area beside my property and overtake the whole area choking out the smaller trees on my property line. Those thorny bushes are also waiting to put one of their thorny fangs into your leg or arm when you are passing by them with the lawn mower! 

The thorny soil depicts the worldliness of some people and how the world system keeps them from receiving spiritual life in their human heart. You might write worldliness over this soil. This soil pictures a person who seemingly has a divided heart due to the fact that they want Jesus and the things of the world at the same time. They want the Savior and the system at the same time. But in the end a worldly heart wins out due to a person’s love and connection with the present world. Thus, no lasting fruit can be used by the Sower. The fruit and promised harvest once again prematurely dies before the divine Sower can harvest it. So the heart analogy that Jesus draws from this type of soil is that there are those people who also receive the Gospel seed of truth into the realm of their heart (“He also that received seed among the thorns” – vs. 22) and the seed germinates giving once again both the impression and appearance that there is life existing in this person’s heart. The early signs of fruit that are evidenced give the outward demonstration that there is true life. However, something happens to this plant among the thorns. The thorns spring up and choke the new shoots that gave promise of a future harvest. In this third class of hearers the hindrance to full development, growth, and spiritual life come from external causes. The premature death of this crop comes from those things that are happening in the world around this person. In other words, the things in the world keep this person from possessing spiritual life and fruitful living. This person never could produce a harvest or crop of genuine fruit for the Sower. Instead, they die off when the world takes over their lives proving once and for all that the kind of life they possessed was never intended to be part of the harvest. What farmer walks through a weed patch or thorn patch to hunt for a spurious crop? Furthermore, what crop can survive in the midst of thorns that want to destroy their presence? The whole analogy tells the story that the worldly heart wins out in this person’s life. This proves that the life and fruit, which grew up among the thorns, was unusable to the Sower and cannot picture the regenerate life of the true believer, who places faith in the Gospel message. This person has a heart that receives the Gospel seed or message with a divided opinion. He wants the Gospel message of salvation and the message of the world at the same time. There appears to be genuine growth as in the second kind of soul but once again the growth is spurious growth that does not last due to the outward pressures that come from the world. The divided heart of this person between Christ and the world is illustrated by the thorns that eventually grow and choke out the life of the plant proving that this was life that was never intended to be used by the Sower. There are few barriers to the gospel greater than love of riches and of the world in general.

Three Kinds of Thorns

Our Lord describes three kinds of thorns that eventually destroy and make this person’s life unusable. They all have a worldly connection to them. 

Cares of the World

First, there is what Jesus calls “the care of the world.” This refers to the problems of life. The cares or anxieties that are generated in our life come from the world or age in which live today. The pace of life, the schedules of life, careers, striving for success, making money, and the workload of life in general all have a way of keeping the Gospel seed from producing true and genuine life. These kinds of people become preoccupied with the lesser things of life and miss the most important thing in life, which is salvation through Jesus Christ. Along with the cares mentioned above we might add bills, lawsuits, theft, accidents, family problems, poverty, and ill health. There are a host of other things we could mention that creates anxiety in the hearts of people and which keeps them from making a clear profession of faith in Jesus Christ for salvation.

I remember witnessing to an elderly woman one time about her need to place faith in Jesus Christ for salvation. Her response to me was that she had many problems in her life over the years and that life in general was unfair to her. She kept talking about the hardships that she passed through with her husband and her many health problems. I sensed that she was simply overwhelmed with the cares of this world. It’s interesting how the worldly cares can capture the hearts of people instead of the Gospel message. They have a tendency to keep the eyes of people off their need for Jesus Christ. The cares of this life actually can occupy the mind and time of people to such a point that they keep them from placing faith in Jesus Christ for salvation. When people are overburdened with life they only care about one thing. Making their life easier. Many times they are not concerned about the salvation of their soul. They are more concerned about getting rid of their problems then getting rid of their sin. 

So the cares and problems of life can become things in this present age that trigger anxiety and emotional distress. Problems knock at the door of any person. For true believers these problems can become a means of spiritual growth and grace (2 Pet. 3:18). However, it’s these types of problems that have a way of choking out the work of the Gospel seed in the human hearts of unsaved people. The seed cannot produce life that will last due to the pressures of the world that overtake a person’s heart and time. The anxieties of the present life keep true life, growth, and fruit from occurring in this person’s life.     

The Deceitfulness of Riches

Secondly, there is what Jesus calls “the deceitfulness of riches” (vs. 22). This tells us how riches or wealth in life has a way of keeping people away from true faith in Jesus Christ. and his conversion is a fiction.” In fact, a person’s faith can actually rest in the riches that the world has to offer. When a person is wealthy they many times see no need for salvation in Christ. This is because they are placing all of their confidence in the wealth and riches that the world has to offer. There are those people today who do not feel their need for Christ and His salvation because they seem to think that they have everything that money can buy. They have the wealth of the world and this wealth becomes a barrier to them from believing on Christ. The things of this world have a way of stealing away the hearts of people from true saving faith in Christ.

Paul says to Timothy in 1 Timothy 6:17:

“Charge them that are rich in this world, that they be not high-minded, nor trust in uncertain riches, but in the living God, who giveth us richly all things to enjoy.”

When a man seems to have everything, he sometimes is deceived into thinking that he has no need for Christ. What the rich man fails to realize is that money cannot buy salvation (Isaiah 55:1). However, it seems that riches and the cares that this world has to offer can “choke (out) the word” (Matt. 13:22) or the Gospel seed from generating true and lasting life. 

Jesus said in Mark 10:24-25:

“Children, how hard is it for them that trust in riches to enter into the kingdom of God! It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle, than for a rich man to enter into the kingdom of God.”
I once heard and interview with Donald Trump. This particular verse (Mark 10:25) was quoted to Mr. Trump by a secular newscaster who didn’t know beans about the Bible. However, the reply from Mr. Trump was very honest. He said, “I truly believe what Jesus said is true!” 

Why did Jesus say this? It’s because many people have a faith in their own bank account. They find security in their own wealth and position in life and see no need to place saving faith in Christ. If their wealth has got them this far, then surely it can take them the whole way to Heaven. What a sad day and rude awakening awaits those who are trusting in their earthly wealth instead of the wealth they can have in Christ!

Jesus said in Luke 16:22-23 that “the rich man also died, and was buried; And in hell he lift up his eyes, being in torments, and seeth Abraham afar off, and Lazarus in his bosom.” James 5:1 echoes the same words of condemnation: “Go to now, ye rich men, weep and howl for your miseries that shall come upon you.” Only the miseries of an everlasting Hell await those rich people who die without saving faith in the Lord. Many die with faith in their material gain and hope to think that their wealth will provide the answer for the life after death. Jesus identifies these people as fools who are “not rich toward God” (see Luke 12:16-21). One man, who had more money then brains, has actually frozen his body, hoping that science will someday learn how to fix his body and bring him back to life. The problem with this theory is that you cannot freeze the soul! The soul lives on after death in the place of its choosing (Heb. 9:27). If a person has a worldly heart that produces a faith in their wealth and riches, which are consumed in this lifetime, they will eventually discover that judgment will come upon them in the next life.  

Jesus said in Mark 8:36,

“For what shall it profit a man, if he shall gain the whole world, and lose his own soul?”

This question that Jesus asked has a way of stopping everybody dead in their own tracks! It stuns every man and sends a clear message to all those who have only a heart that is captured by the wealth of the world and who possess a worldly faith in riches. They will come to the realization that wealth will mean absolutely nothing in the next life. What they have today will be gone for eternity and have no bearing upon their salvation and eternal destiny. You cannot buy eternal life!

So the thorns of wealth and riches have a way of keeping people from trusting in Jesus Christ for salvation. The thorny soil produced a life and fruit that could not be used by the Sower because this person’s faith did not rest in Jesus Christ. It was resting in riches. But you might say, “I’m not rich from the world’s perspective.” This may be true although most of us who live in America are rich in comparison to people living in second and third world countries. The person being portrayed here is not only the Donald Trumps but also the typical businessman. What is the trouble with most people? They are too busy making money and keeping up with the Joneses. This means that people buy things they don’t need to keep up with the things they don’t even like or want. People who think they need a sports car, swimming pool, a fine home, and social life with certain people have no time to think about the Word. They are too wrapped up with the riches of this life and the so-called finer things of life.  

The Lusts of Other Things

Mark adds another worldly thorn that keeps people from responding to Christ in faith. “And the cares of this world, and the deceitfulness of riches, and the lusts of other things entering in, choke the word, and it becometh unfruitful” (Mark 4:19). Luke calls them “the pleasures of this life” (Luke 8:14). The “lusts” (evil cravings) and “pleasures” (sensual desires) that the gospel writers are referring to are those fleshly pursuits in life that keep a person from coming to faith in Christ. They are the carnal cravings and hedonistic enjoyments of life, which lead a person away from Christ and salvation.  The “lusts of the flesh” (1 John 2:17) and love for carnal living keeps people from repenting of their sin and coming to faith in Christ (John 3:19). The occupation with sex and many other worldly vices steals a person’s heart from Jesus Christ and occupies the interests of a person’s life which in return keeps them from repentance and faith in Christ. A person cannot possess a worldly heart and a repentant heart at the same time. The soul that is going to produce true life and lasting fruit must be cleansed of worldliness. This is why true salvation only occurs when there is a willingness to deal with sin in one’s life. In other words a person must face their sins, be willing to repent of their sins, wanting cleansing and deliverance from their sinful pattern of living. Without an inward change of heart toward worldly sinful living no person can be saved. There must be brokenness or conviction over sin (Luke 7:37-38, 47-48; 18:3) and a desire for deliverance from sin’s power (John 8:32) if one is going to actually turn to God from sin (1 Thess. 1:9-10). People do not have to give up sin in order to be saved since this would be a form of works (Eph. 2:8-9) and frontloading the Gospel presentation with works. It would be wrong to tell an unsaved sinner that he must give up all his sins and make Jesus Lord of every area of his life in order to be saved. This is impossible for a sinner to do who does not have God’s life. The fact of the matter is this. If a person truly is repentant about his sin before God he will possess and inward brokenness over sin and at the same time an inward desire for deliverance and change. There is no need to present a works/surrender type of Gospel presentation. We simply must get out of the picture and allow a man to repent of his sinful and worldly life on his own and when he does he is ready to be saved. 

Worldliness is characteristic to the heart just like thorns or weeds are to the soil. The two simply do not mix. Just as thorns choke out the young life of the plant so a love for worldliness chokes out true repentance and salvation from occurring in a person’s life. The thorny soil person wants it all. They want salvation while at the same time they want everything that the world has to offer. But God will never settle on these terms! God wants a repentant heart toward worldly sin that is seeking deliverance from the old way of life. Some people never respond to Jesus Christ in faith because they never desire freedom from their sinful way of living. Pleasure seekers of the world may profess to be saved but their lives betray them. Their profession of faith in Christ is not real because there is no evidence of spiritual life or fruit in their lives. This is why the life is seen to die and incapable of producing fruit or harvest for the Sower. 

Mark says that the thorny soil hearer “becometh unfruitful” (Mark 4:19) after the things of the world choke out the truth of the Word of God that was sown in the heart. Luke adds that this person does not “bring no fruit unto perfection” (Luke 8:14). This means that the fruit dies before it has a chance to become ripe and harvested by the farmer. This pictures the person who in the end has no fruit to offer to God because of a life that has been choked to death by worldliness. It’s a person who in the end has nothing that the Sower can use for His glory and service. Most certainly it pictures a counterfeit and simulated Christian life that cannot yield fruit and therefore will suffer the vengeance of God (John 15:2; 6). Jesus revealed that when a person bears no fruit that God can use he is taken away to judgment.  So the young plant among the thorns in Matthew 13 points to an illegitimate life (Heb. 12:8) since this person tries to hold on to Christ with one hand and the world with the other hand. It’s the type of person who makes an outward response to Christ while wanting no deliverance or freedom from sin’s power. They only want an escape from hell without an escape from their sin. They don’t want to face the ugly nature of their sin and repent before God. This person wants to walk the “broad way” and the “narrow way” at the same time (Matt. 7:13–14) but it cannot be done.

It’s interesting that the last four verses present a clear pattern that all Bible believers will recognize. There have been three archenemies down through the centuries of time that have sought to hinder the growth of the Gospel seed of God’s Word. They originated in the Garden of Eden. These verses talk about the three enemies of mankind – the world (Matt. 13:22), the flesh (Matt. 13:20-21), and the devil (Matt. 13:19). The world system operating in the hearts of people tries to choke out the truth of God’s Word, the fleshly reformation attempts of people also try to keep the seed from taking proper root, and the devil is always there trying to catch the seed away from the human heart (see Eph. 2:1-3). 

Gaebelein put is this way: 

“The Devil snatches up and devours, the Flesh attempts and fails, the World surrounds and chokes.” 

With these three great barriers against lost humanity one must wonder how people can be saved. The answer is very simple. “For I am not ashamed of the gospel of Christ: for it is the power of God unto salvation to every one that believeth; to the Jew first, and also to the Greek” (Rom. 1:16). The Holy Spirit used the Gospel to impress upon the human heart a man’s need for salvation. In short, “salvation is of the Lord” (Jonah 2:9). 

The parable of the soils informs us that there will not be a universal reception of the truth, as postmillenarians teach. This whole idea of a converted and restored world occurring before the Lord returns is a dream that has no reality attached to it. Our Lord did not teach that there would be a universal response to the Gospel where the entire world would be saved and ready to meet the King at His return. This does not square with the teaching of this parable or the next parables as we will see, for when the King returns He will have to judge many who are living in the world since they are His enemies (Matt. 13:30, 47-50). Instead a universal reception of the Gospel just the opposite is true. The majority, three out of four soils, would not be productive. Many would fail to accept the Gospel seed. This is evident in our evangelism efforts today. Great multitudes turn away from the Gospel. They want nothing to do with what Christ has to offer them due to their hardened heart, shallow heart, and worldly heart. 

Lehman Strauss said this concerning the parable of the sower: 

“The parable foreshadows the end times, warning us that we are doomed to bitter disappointment if we cherish romantic expectations that through the preaching of God’s Word the world will get better and better through the universal acceptance of the gospel of Christ.”

John Walvoord adds another good point: 

“This Parable of the Sower also does not correspond to amillennial interpretation that the millennial kingdom is being fulfilled now. Rather, there is emphasis on the rejection of the Gospel in a way that would not be true in fulfilling the prophecies of the kingdom on earth.”

The main point of our Lord is this. The disciples are not to expect the kingdom to be established immediately now that the Messiah has been rejected. Instead, there would be an intervening time between Israel’s rejection and the return of the King where the seed would be sown. During this time many would continue to reject the Gospel seed. However, our Lord’s promise concerning the good soil is that “a remnant shall be saved” (Rom. 9:27) which is “a remnant according to the election of grace” (Rom. 11:5). What is true of Israel is also true of mankind in general. God will always have a remnant of people that will be saved and produce good fruit that the Sower can use for His service. Both Jews and Gentiles (Acts 15:14) throughout the interim period of time will be saved and bring forth fruit. There will always be good ground! This leads us to our final soil. 

d. Productive Soil – A fruitful heart (Matt. 13:8, 23)

This final soil pictures the true believer who has God’s life. Three things are said of this person that are not said of the other soils. This person is likened to “good ground” (Matt. 13:23) where the others are said to be hard, shallow, and weedy soil. Second, this person is said to “understand” (vs. 23) where the others never understand the truth or seed that is sown. Third, this person manifests a harvest of fruit that can be used by the Sower (vs. 23) where the other three people have no lasting or enduring fruit to offer the Sower or Divine Farmer. Only the last person manifests fruit or a changed pattern of living, which becomes the evidence of true salvation. So we can conclude that the first three soils represent people who have never been born again. However, the final soil (“good soil”) represents the heart of a person who genuinely receives the seed and his life begins to manifest change as he brings forth true and lasting fruit. You might write over this soil the word “productive.” 

The Promise

The first types of soil that the Gospel seed fell upon did not produce any lasting fruit. This helped the disciples understand why Jesus was not impressed by the large crowds that followed Him. He knew that most of them would never produce fruit from changed lives, because the Word He was teaching them was like seed falling into poor soil. But the final soil that Jesus spoke about was good soil and this picture gave the disciples a wonderful promise of a future harvest. It provides them with hope and encouragement knowing that there would be true life and fruit that would be brought forth in the lives of people. We too can take courage as we study this last soil because it reminds us that there will always be those who are genuinely converted and transformed by God’s power. Even though seventy five percent of the seed sown produced no favorable results we can take courage knowing that some of God’s Word will fall on good soil and produce a harvest. God’s Word during this present dispensation on the whole will not be received but there is always the promise of some harvest even thought percentage is not large. There will always be those who are saved when they receive and believe the Word. God asks us to be faithful today in presenting the Gospel seed to the lost. As we faithfully proclaim the truth there will be those who are saved.  

Psalm 126:6 

He that goeth forth and weepeth, bearing precious seed, shall doubtless come again with rejoicing, bringing his sheaves with him. 
The spiritual application of this verse to our present study is encouraging. We know that as we weep and pray over the lost souls of humanity that there will be those who are saved and bring forth fruit unto everlasting life (Rom. 6:22). What a joy it is to see people saved and bringing forth fruit that manifests how God has intervened in their life. Jesus calls this the “good ground” (vs. 8, 23) because it’s within this soil that true life is born which brings forth a harvest of fruit that will go on and be used by the Sower. Mark this down. Only good soil can produce good fruit. Our Lord singles out the “good ground” because this type of soil stands in distinct contrast to the other soils. None of the other soils were termed as good ground, which tells us that the other hearts, represented by the soils, were unconverted hearts, whereas this good soil becomes the picture of a converted heart. There is no hardness to this soil and there are no rocks or thorns hindering the sowing and development of the seed. How wonderful when the seed falls on good ground! This provides us with the encouragement that there is fertile ground waiting if we will only keep sowing the seed. The divine Sower wants us to keep sharing the truth and as we do people will be saved. The good ground has been plowed by the conviction of the Spirit and is ready for the seed to be planted. There is good soil out there. We simply need to keep sowing the seed and the Sower will produce a harvest.

“Sowing the seed by the wayside high,
Sowing the seed on the rocks to die,

Sowing the seed where the thorns will spoil,

Sowing the seed in the fertile soil;

Oh, what shall the harvest be?

Oh, what shall the harvest be?

Sowing the seed with an aching heart
Sowing the seed while the teardrops start,

Sowing the seed in hope till the reapers come

Gladly to gather the harvest home;

Oh, what shall the harvest be?

Oh, what shall the harvest be?”

Let us also remember that we do not have to see all of the harvest today. The important thing is that we keep sowing the seed so the divine Sower (Son of God) can do the work in the hearts of lost humanity. As we go we need to remember that the majority will not receive the Word of God, but a good harvest is certain to follow the sowing of the seed. So the King has told us what to expect during His absence. Let us get on with the job and intensify our efforts to witness to the lost. “And let us not be weary in well doing: for in due season we shall reap, if we faint not” (Gal. 6:9). This is true in connection with everything that we do for the Lord – our giving, serving, and witnessing. There is an eternal harvest that will result from our efforts. Let us not become weary of the work that we do but remember the great eternal value in serving and witnessing for the Lord. 

In Saint Paul’s Cathedral in London there is a stained glass window depicting a man sowing seed. It was presented as a memorial to a man named Samuel A. Burnett. Mr. Burnett devoted his entire lifetime spreading the Word of God in the wicked East End of London. Beneath the painting there is plaque that reads, “Dedicated to Samuel A, Burnett, who served in East London for fifty years, and who feared not to sow despite the birds.” Dear friend, let us keep sowing in spite of the birds! The devil will continue to do His work (vs. 19) but God will continue to do His work of saving souls. 

Please note that this person represented by the good soil “heareth the word” which in return produces saving faith in his heart. It is a hearing that results in faith and the salvation of this person (Acts 4:4; Rom. 10:14, 17; John 5:24) unlike the other people (Matt. 13:19, 20, 22) who heard but did not respond in faith. There is a hearing that results in faith and a hearing that bears no results. Many are like those that the Lord described earlier as “hearing they hear not” (vs. 13). In other words they hear the message but it has no saving impact upon their heart and life because “there ears are dull of hearing, and their eyes they have closed” (Matt. 13:15). Luke interprets the good soil as “an honest and good heart” (Luke 8:15). In other words, this person has a heart that is both commendable and beneficial as opposed to the other hearts represented by the previous soils. This is because only the last heart genuinely receives and responds in faith to the clear message of the Gospel seed. The last heart is representative of a person that hears the Gospel, who then opens their ears and eyes to the truth, and finally makes a choice to commit to the truth in a saving way. Thus, the hearing represented in the final person (Matt. 13:23) is the hearing of faith (Gal. 3:2, 5) that results in the salvation of the hearer. 

We can also note that this person, represented by the good soil, does receive the Gospel seed (“he that received seed” – vs. 23) and it is a genuine reception of the truth into the heart for only this hearer is said to understand what is received (“and understandeth it”). This parallels to what Jesus said concerning the person who could “understand with their heart” and become “converted” (Matt. 13:15). When people receive the truth with understanding they are ready to be saved. The first person represented by the hard soil did not understand the truth (“understandeth it not” – vs. 19) which parallels to what Jesus said earlier (“neither do they understand” – Matt. 13:13). The second person, represented by the rocky soil, superficially received the truth but no mention is made of them understanding it (vss. 20-21). The third person that is represented by the weedy soil is said to also hear the truth but again no understanding was attributed to them. It’s only the last person who actually understands the truth in a saving way. This means that only the final person is brought to the place of spiritual understanding and therefore responds in faith to receive new life. 

Let us never forget that the ability to see the light and understand the truth and simplicity of salvation comes about because of the work of God upon the human heart (Heb. 10:32 – “after ye were illuminated”). There is a divine understanding that must be produced in the heart of an individual to free them from the blindness of Satan (2 Cor. 4:3-4 – “lest the light of the glorious gospel of Christ … should shine unto them”). When a person interacts with God’s revelation and truly sees the light, understanding the truth of their separation from God, and desperate need for salvation through Christ, it’s only then that they are ready to respond to this light of reasoning and understanding and be saved. So the last hearer understands the truth (“and understandeth it”) due to God’s illumination while at the same time possessing a willingness to see, hear, and understand (Matt. 13:15 – “lest they should see … hear … understand”).  

Once again we must understand there is both the divine and human side to salvation. It is God who brings in the light of illumination, revelation, and understanding to the human life (Eph. 4:18) and mind that is alienated from Him (Col. 1:21). However, at the same time it is the person who chooses to reject this light (“their eyes have they closed” – Matt. 13:15) or respond to the light of truth (“lest at any time they should see with their eyes and hear with their ears, and should understand with their heart – Matt. 13:15). Who can forget the haunting words of Jesus who said in John 5:40, “And ye will not come to me, that ye might have life.” There is a divine and human interaction or interweaving process that occurs in the hearts of lost humanity. It is a mystery that we can’t fully explain but one that we must accept. To emphasize one over the other, the divine work over human freedom, or human freedom over the divine work is too wreck the sovereign plan of salvation. 

There is a divine understanding and enlightenment that comes to the Gospel hearer, which leads to their salvation (Eph. 1:18; Heb. 6:4). God works upon the human mind and heart so that a person can respond to His overtures or initiating move of grace (Acts 16:14). However, a person decides whether or not they will see, hear, and understand as the truth is presented to their hearts. This is why God appeals to a man’s hearing (John 5:24 – “they that hear shall live”) and intellect (Isa. 1:18 – “Come now, and let us reason together”). Isaiah 55:6 teaches man’s responsibility when it says, “Seek ye the Lord while he may be found, call ye upon him while he is near.” Man is a rational being with the God-given freedom of choice. Man does have a responsibility to accept or reject the light of God’s revelation that is being impressed upon his mind and heart. It is a man’s choice whether or not he will follow the light or refuse the light and remain in spiritual darkness. After all, it’s man’s choice to remain in spiritual hardness, spiritual deafness, and spiritual blindness (Matt. 13:15 – “this people’s heart … their ears … their eyes they have closed”). Man has a responsibility in the matter of salvation. To say that he does not is to deny the clear teaching of our Lord.    

Jesus said, "While ye have light, believe in the light, that ye may be the children of light …" (John 12:36). A man chooses to either accept the light or remain in darkness. John 3:19, “And this is the condemnation, that light is come into the world, and men loved darkness rather than light, because their deeds were evil.” When a man refuses the light “from him shall be taken away even that he hath” (Matt. 13:12). These are the saddest words in the Bible. However, when a person responds to the light of Christ’s person and work, which is being impressed upon their heart, they can eventually say with confidence and assurance, “I need Jesus.” Jesus said in Matt. 13:12 “to whomsoever hath to him shall be given, and he shall have more abundance” (Matt. 13:12). So what a person chooses to do with the light will determine whether or not they will be brought to the place of spiritual understanding, which leads to faith and salvation. 

“Come to the light, ’tis shining for thee;

Sweetly the Light has dawned upon me;

Once I was blind, but now I can see;

The Light of the world is Jesus.”

In John 8:12 Jesus said, “I am the light of the world: he that followeth me shall not walk in darkness, but shall have the light of life.” When a person responds to the light of the person and work of Jesus Christ they are then ready to receive spiritual life. Thus, the person represented by the good soil is that person who sees the light of salvation through Christ and responds to this light with genuine repentance and faith. In doing so they actually “come to the knowledge of the truth” (1 Tim. 2:4) and are saved. Many never come to the knowledge or understanding of the truth (2 Tim. 3:7) but the good soil speaks of someone who does respond to the truth committing themselves to it in a saving way. Thus, the good soil is the person who receives and understands the truth by making it a part of his life. Luke adds that they “keep it” (Luke 8:15). Unlike the other human responses to the truth, this person actually hangs on to the truth and makes it a saving and working part of his life (Heb. 3:6; 14). Once again we are reminded that God’s true children do not stop believing in Christ and apostatize from Him. Rather, they continue to manifest confidence in the saving work of Jesus Christ and never forsake the basic tenants of Christianity. In any event, there is a positive and saving response to the truth that regenerates this person, represented by the good soil, giving him new life. And this new life is manifested in what is produced in their life – lasting fruit. 

The Product

The product that comes forth from the good ground is fruit. In the life of the regenerate individual it is fruitful living or a changed manner of life that is manifested. This fruitfulness would be manifested in the varying amounts of lasting change that occurs in a person’s life (Matt. 13:23 - hundred, sixty, thirty fold – note how Mark reverses the order in Mark 4:20). The point is this. A person who is truly born again will manifest fruit that the Sower can use. Luke calls it the “fruit with patience” (Luke 8:15) or endurance meaning that it is genuine fruitful living that lasts through the tests of time and fruit which the Sower can use for the harvest period. It is not the outward reformation that does not last (vss. 20-21) but fruitful manifestation that comes from God’s life and which continues to manifest itself (“which also beareth fruit, and bringeth forth” - vs. 23). In other words, this plant continues to bear fruit that lasts. It does not die off like the other spurious plants with their foliage and fruit (Matt. 13:5-6, 21-22; Luke 8:14). To bring forth fruit is the mark of a believing heart and life. Those who don’t bring forth lasting fruit are unbelievers. You will remember that the second soil represented the enthusiastic and joyful person who received the word without blinking an eyelash but the immediate results of change and reformation in his life were not an indicator of salvation. Isn’t that starling? Like a firecracker, a person can flare up as a super saint overnight, and appear to be a Christian, but in the end it will be discovered that their foliage and fruit were not genuine. It was merely the fruits of reformation and their own self-produced ways (Prov. 14:12; 14:14; James 1:11). 

The point is this. Salvation cannot truly be confirmed until lasting fruit appears and regenerate life is detected. A person is saved by grace (Eph. 2:8-9) but his Christian life is eventually proven by the continuing overall marks of fruitful change and behavior (Eph. 2:8-10; 2 Pet. 1:10). Christians have a desire to be productive in life and allow God to produce and remain at work in their life. This is not Calvinism; it’s Biblicism. A person does not persevere to be saved but perseveres because he is saved. True Christians do not totally abandon God and stop producing evidence of life and fruit. They do not forsake God, truth, and never again bear fruit or any changed manner of living. Without a change in living there is evidence that there was no change of life (2 Cor. 5:17). A new creation does not live like the old creation. How can a believer not believe? How can a saved person never live like a saved person? A person’s life will eventually give evidence of their salvation and new life. The kind of fruit that they produce will tell the true story (Matt. 7:15-19). Without godly fruit being manifested in a person’s life it can be proven that they are outside of God’s family (Titus 1:16). The ultimate mark of salvation is fruitfulness. What is fruit? It is evidence of divine life. The fruit of righteous behavior (Phil. 1:11; Heb. 12:11), holy living and obedience (Rom. 6:22), and new godly character traits (Gal. 5:22-23) eventually give evidence that conversion has taken place in a person’s life. Fruit is the issue (John 15:2, 7). Fruit is always the mark of genuine faith. And genuine fruit that lasts for the harvest becomes fruit that the Sower can actually use for His service and glory.

Please note that the amount of fruit among God’s people varies (“some an hundredfold, some sixty, some thirty” – vs. 23). This sounds similar to what our Lord said concerning fruit bearing among his followers. There would be those who bear “fruit” (John 15:2), “more fruit” (John 15:2) and “much fruit” (John 15:5). Not all true believers are equally as productive; but from every genuine Christian life there will be some evidence of spiritual life and fruit. The point is this. Not all Christians are as fruitful as they could be. When a Christian is disobedient he restricts the fruitfulness of his life (1 Cor. 3:1-3). But it is interesting that our Lord begins with the number thirty-fold, which indicates that a person who has God’s life will bear fruit that is obvious. Their fruitful living is multiplied and you won’t have to scrounge around looking behind the leaves to find a piece of fruit hanging somewhere. I remember seeing an old apple tree that only had one apple growing on it. You had to look long and hard to find the apple. There was one apple but it was difficult to detect. God’s people should not be like this apple tree. In time there will be evidence of fruit in their life, which can easily be detected. But there will be varying amounts of fruit among God’s people as depicted by the one hundred, sixty, and thirty-fold. Let’s try and explain this.

Some Christian lives are represented by the hundred-fold fruitfulness. They are those who have a marvelous development in their Christian life. They go all the way with God! They are consistently Spirit-filled, Christlike, and soul winning Christians. The fruit of the Spirit is evidenced in their lives on a constant basis. When people are around them they can see and experience God’s fruit operating in their lives in a marvelous way. This type of believer never slows down in their Christian living. They have a fiery zeal for the work of God and the things of God. There is no real lack of fruit in their life.  

Other Christian lives are represented by the sixty-fold fruitfulness. This Christian has a marked development in his life and living. They might become the backbone of the local church. They are helpful, cooperative with church leadership, and maintain an interest in missions. They teach in Sunday School, sing in the church choir, witness to others about Christ, and give faithfully to God’s work. They too love the Lord and the Bible and are seeking to grow in the grace and knowledge of Jesus Christ (2 Pet. 3:18). They are actively interested in the things of God but there are various things in their life that they need to clean up and get right. However, there overall living and commitment to Christ is very noticeable and commendable. 

Other Christian lives are represented by the thirty-fold fruitfulness. These believers have moderate development in their Christian living. They love the Lord, the Bible, and God’s people but are not as committed to any of the above the way they should be. They are genuinely saved and take the initial steps toward fruitfulness. However, certain areas of their lives somehow remain untouched by the Word of God and the Spirit of God. They have some real issues that need to be dealt with in their Christian walk (1 Cor. 3:1-3). They are not committed to the local church and Christ as they should be and somehow never sell out for God. There is fruit but there is also a lack of fruitfulness. They are nominal Christians.  

Of course, the fruitfulness of Christians is not to be compared (2 Cor. 10:12) nor can one put a Christian into an exact category. But there are marked differences of fruit bearing among believers and always will be. The spirituality and fruitfulness among God’s people varies. Their love and commitment to the Lord varies. Their desire to serve the Lord varies. Believers differ in fruitbearing because they differ in commitment to obedience, but all are fruitful. You might ask, “Is there a forty-five fold or a seventy-fold?” Well, who knows, but I’m sure it was not our Lord’s point to pigeonhole someone into an exact mold or category. However, there are general and noticeable differences between God’s people. Our Lord is certainly telling us this much. So “let a man examine himself” (1 Cor. 11:28). What kind of fruit are you bearing for the Lord these days? In what category would you place yourself? It’s time to take inventory? It’s time to search our own hearts as God’s people. We need to take a good long look at our lives. How much fruit is on our tree? What kind of improvements can we make? Where do we need to grow some more fruit? The Lord wants to produce fruit in our lives that will count for eternity (2 Cor. 5:10). We want to receive a full reward when we stand before Him (2 John vs. 8).                    

It is shocking to realize that three fourths of the seed did not bear any lasting fruit. We must remember that Jesus did not describe an age of great harvest, but one in which the Word would be rejected. Our Lord was not impressed with the great multitudes that followed Him for He knew that most of the people would not receive His Word within their heart and bear lasting fruit that He could use. This first parable teaches that the rejection of God’s Word will be greater than its reception.  

It’s interesting that some writers (Toussaint) view the fruit aspect of the parable as referring to a person’s greater understanding of the Lord’s revelation about the earthly kingdom. In other words, there would be varying responses to God’s revelation concerning the mystery kingdom teaching and the various responses of fruit (vs. 23) are seen as the fruit of spiritual understanding and comprehension of truth. The fruit is not seen to be changes in a person’s lifestyle or behavior but changes in their understanding about the kingdom revelation. A fuller comprehension concerning God’s kingdom program would be seen as more fruit – some an hundredfold, some sixty, some thirty. It just depends on the spiritual comprehension of the individual. 

Although there is some merit to this interpretation I personally do not espouse this view for several reasons. First, the introductory material, which leads into the parable, has to do with an understanding that leads to conversion (vs. 15 – “and should understand with their heart, and should be converted” – not understanding after conversion). The parable does not stress piecemeal understanding following conversion. It stresses understanding for salvation “lest they should believe and be saved” (Luke 8:12). Second, if fruitfulness deals with understanding then the Scripture should say that the third hearer became less understanding but it actually says he became unfruitful (vs. 22). The fruit in this context has to do with how the person faced the tribulation and persecution of life - not how he failed to understand truth. It does not say he lost the understanding he had but the temporary outward flare and false display of fruitful living. Luke records that the second person would “fall away” (Luke 8:13) in respect to his living or lifestyle (not knowledge) and produce no lasting fruit. With this same thought of fruitless living in mind Luke adds how the third person would “bring no fruit to perfection” (Luke 8:14) which means that there would be no enduring fruit for the harvest period that the Sower could use. In other words both people end up with no fruit. Third, in view of what Jesus said about the third person, who becomes unfruitful in connection with his living, it can be concluded that the fourth person would do just the opposite. He would become fruitful in living following his conversion and preparation for the kingdom (vs. 23). This fruitfulness would be manifested in the varying amounts of lasting change that occurs in a person’s life. Once again Luke calls it the “fruit with patience” (Luke 8:15) or endurance meaning that it is genuine fruitful living that lasts through the tests of time and fruit which the Sower can use for the harvest period. The fruit that endures is contrasted to the fruit that did not endure in the previous people because they fell away in their manner of living (not knowledge) and became unfruitful in their living due to worldly loves and pressures. This conclusion about fruit seems to make better sense out of the parable. The fruit has to do with behavior of living and not necessarily better understanding.

Today as we share the Gospel with the lost we must understand that some people will reject our message outright. Because certain people have a hard heart (way side soil) they want nothing to do with God and Satan will not allow the gospel to have any impact on them whatsoever. He will steal away the seed. Others will seem to accept the Gospel gladly but will soon fall away because they only had a superficial religious experience (stony soil) and were not born again. These are the ones who only have a fleshly response allowing their lives to be controlled by emotion and feeling. Others will seem to accept the gospel while holding on to their old worldly ways and lifestyle (thorny soil). In time their lack of repentance over their sinful ways will show up. They eventually disappear from the Christian scene altogether. In fact, the lack of genuine repentance in those who have a surface profession of faith (rocky soil) and a worldly response (thorny soil) will be evidenced when they fall away from their initial commitment. But others will truly believe (good and fruitful soil). In humility they will repent of their sins, place their faith in Jesus Christ for salvation, and be given new life. You will know that these people are true believers from the rest by the evidence of lasting fruit or a change of pattern in their living.﻿  

Some have suggested that because three out of the four have some kind of root system that the true seed must have taken root in the heart. But this is a misunderstanding of what Jesus was teaching. Earlier in Matthew's gospel the imagery of trees being rooted in the ground did not convey the thought of genuineness. In Matthew 15:13 Jesus said, “Every plant, which my heavenly Father hath not planted, shall be rooted up.” Jesus also compared unbelieving Israel to trees that were rooted in the ground but did not bring forth good fruit? He warns how the axe would be laid to the root of the tree and how the tree would be hewn down (Matt. 3:10). In Matthew He also compares false prophets to trees that are rooted but which do not bring forth good fruit (Matt. 7:17-19). The issue is not just the root but also the fruit since the fruit will tell the story of the root system - whether it’s healthy or unhealthy ("Wherefore by their fruits ye shall know them" - Matt. 7:20). 

Then too, Jesus mentioned about the tares who were growing but which were not producing fruit (Matt. 13:25). They had a root system but it was not functioning as God intended. For those of us who want to think Biblically and contextually we can conclude that within the same book Matthew portrays unsaved people as trees that have a root system but which can only bear corrupt fruit. He compares them to tares that cannot produce grain. In a similar way the Lord compares people as having "not root" (Matt. 13:11) or a shallow and surface root system and other people as having their root system intertwined with thorns (Matt. 13:22). The result is that these people produce no fruit that can be used by the farmer. Jesus is making an obvious point that something is drastically wrong with their root system. The implication is that although they possessed a root system, it was not functioning properly, as God intended. 
I believe the improper functioning of the root system demonstrates the people’s lack of repentance. The Gospel seed cannot make its way to the human heart when the roots of inner conviction and contrition over sin do not exist. Repentance is lost in shallow conversion experiences and when a person fails to repent of his worldly sin (Luke 24:47). In the cases presented in the first three soils no true root of inner conviction and repentance occurred. In Matthew 13 even the stony and thorny soils portray plants growing in soils (representative of the human heart) that possess an improper root system, which cannot produce any lasting fruit for the harvest. There was no "fruits meet for repentance" (Matt. 3:8). This would lead to the Biblical conclusion that these two soils, like the way side soil, were unregenerate people. Why? It's because all believers do bear fruit (fruit that lasts) and this is clearly indicated by the final soil in Matthew 13:23 (the only soil that bears lasting fruit) and by many other Bible verses (John 15; Eph. 2:10; James 2:17). 

So we can conclude that the second and third soils in Matthew 13 represent people who never allow the truth to correctly take root in their hearts, which would indicate that there was no genuine repentance, spiritual life, and lasting change in their lives. You will search in vain to find fruit that the farmer can reap in the time of harvest for the first three soils. This is the real clincher. In the final analysis there is no fruit because there was not a healthy root system or no genuine repentance that had occurred in their hearts. Both John the Baptizer and Jesus spoke of the need of individual repentance (Matt. 3:1-2; 4:17) or else the axe would be laid to their root system (Matt. 3:10). The first three plants with their corresponding soils had either no roots or bad roots! 

Isaiah 5:24 says: 
"Therefore as the fire devoureth the stubble, and the flame consumeth the chaff, so their root shall be as rottenness, and their blossom shall go up as dust: because they have cast away the law of the LORD of hosts, and despised the word of the Holy One of Israel."  

The Mystery of the Parable

After studying the soils of this parable we don’t want to miss the intended mystery nature of this parable. After all, this is one parable that explains the mysteries about the kingdom (Matt. 13:11) or those events and conditions that will occur on planet earth before the King arrives. These newly revealed events and conditions preceding the kingdom’s establishment unlock the sacred secrets about the kingdom that were not previously revealed by the prophets (Matt. 13:17). The mystery or sacred secret of this parable is that there would be an increasing unhealthy and negative response toward the message of the King and kingdom. Only a small minority would receive the message in faith, become heirs of the kingdom, and bring forth lasting fruit for the kingdom. This unhealthy and negative response to the kingdom message began in the Lord’s day, would continue into the Church age, and also extend into the Tribulation Period, right up to when the King returns (Matthew 24-25). Those who keep witnessing allow the divine Sower (Christ) to continue His sowing work in the hearts of lost humanity. However, the overall response to the message will be an unhealthy and negative response and not a positive response.    

The Additional Thoughts On the First Parable

I believe that Mark adds some additional thoughts concerning the parable of the sower. “And he said, So is the kingdom of God, as if a man should cast seed into the ground; And should sleep, and rise night and day, and the seed should spring and grow up, he knoweth not how. For the earth bringeth forth fruit of herself; first the blade, then the ear, after that the full corn in the ear. But when the fruit is brought forth, immediately he putteth in the sickle, because the harvest is come” (Mark 4:26-29). 

Although some view this as a separate parable it seems better to see this as additional information that fits into the story and illustration of the first parable and picks up with the thought of fruitfulness to encourage the disciples. In keeping with the illustration of fruitful ground this additional information is designed to teach that there will be a positive response toward God’s message throughout the mystery period and that people will be saved. In spite of great rejection there will be those who are saved. This parable is recorded only by Mark and complements the parable of the sower in many ways. In the first parable Jesus did emphasize how there would be a positive response to God’s message (Mark 4:21-24). Now in Mark 4:26-29 He once again reiterates the fact that there will be a harvest of people (salvation of souls) that would occur during the mystery period. This extended teaching and passage concerning the sowing efforts of God’s people is talking about the fruit of souls (Rom. 1:13) instead of the fruitful living of those who are already saved, as was earlier addressed. Nevertheless this additional information closely resembles the parable of the sower and was given to remind and encourage the disciples, and all those who would follow in their footsteps, that their seed sowing efforts would not be in vain. The passage is a reminder to all of God’s servants that people would be saved through Gospel witness while the King is absent. A harvest of souls would occur during the interim period between Christ’s rejection of Israel and His return to earth. 

The best interpretation of this adjoining parable pictures how the Gospel works in the hearts of people. The fact that Mark 4:28 says the seed “bringeth forth fruit of herself” (automatically, spontaneously) indicates that the seed which is sown, the Word of God (Luke 8:12), will spring to life on its own accord. The seed has an inner energy and power so that it results in regeneration (Heb. 4:12). The message of the Gospel, by its very nature, when sown in men’s hearts produces spontaneously spiritual life, which is here represented as fruit. We know that “the Gospel is the power of God unto salvation to everyone that believeth” (Rom. 1:16). After the Gospel is presented, the Word of God works in the individual heart, sometimes slowly and mysteriously, until the time when God reaps the harvest in that individual and saves them. Sooner or later “the harvest is come.” God gets the glory and wins the poor lost soul “by the word of God” (1 Pet. 1:23). The harvest represented by the fruit in this parable explains how God saves the sinner through the truth of His Word. Satan is doing his work in the world today but the work of God will continue to go on and bring forth astonishing fruitfulness (the salvation of souls – John 14:12) that will glorify God (1 Pet. 4:11 – “that God in all things may be glorified through Jesus Christ”). 
There is actually no way of measuring the results of a single case of genuine conversion. The fruit of souls will continue to be reproduced as people are converted.  You will remember that an obscure Sunday school teacher invested in the life of Dwight L. Moody and Mr. Moody won thousands to Christ. These converts in turn won many others. The Sunday school teacher started a chain reaction that will never stop. The fruit of saved souls would continue to grow bringing forth a spiritual harvest that will last for eternity. 

The Parable of the Tares

(Matthew 13:24-30)

Is the world getting better or worse? It’s almost ridiculous to suggest that the world is getting better. No optimist in his right mind would ever come to these conclusions. I ran across a rather humorous statement this past week that suggests the world is getting worse. 

Now granddad, viewing earth’s worn cogs,

Said, “Things were going to the dogs.”

His granddad, in his house of logs,

Said, “Things were going to the dogs.”

And his granddad, in the Flemish bogs,

Said, “Things were going to the dogs.”

And his granddad, in his old skin togs,

Said, “Things were going to the dogs.”

There’s one thing I have to state:

“The dogs have had a good long wait.” 

In this parable Jesus warns us that the world is not going to get better. The world is producing a harvest of both good and evil, as we will see. In this parable of the wheat and weeds (tares) Jesus gives us the key to understanding why the world is getting increasingly bad and spiraling in a direction that is downward. In this parable our Lord gives to us truth that will help us understand the age in which we live. It’s called “another” (vs. 24) parable, which means another parable of the same kind, as the first parable. In this parable we will see a similar moral and evil calamity that takes place in the world and not the conversion of the world. Like the first parable there is no promise given of a totally converted or transformed society while the King is absent. Just the opposite is true. There will be evil mixture and deception all throughout the world. Let’s read the verses. 

Matthew 13:24-30 

“Another parable put he forth unto them, saying, The kingdom of heaven is likened unto a man which sowed good seed in his field: But while men slept, his enemy came and sowed tares among the wheat, and went his way. But when the blade was sprung up, and brought forth fruit, then appeared the tares also. So the servants of the householder came and said unto him, Sir, didst not thou sow good seed in thy field? from whence then hath it tares? He said unto them, An enemy hath done this. The servants said unto him, Wilt thou then that we go and gather them up? But he said, Nay; lest while ye gather up the tares, ye root up also the wheat with them. Let both grow together until the harvest: and in the time of harvest I will say to the reapers, Gather ye together first the tares, and bind them in bundles to burn them: but gather the wheat into my barn.” 

A review is now in order before we proceed. You will remember that contextually the “kingdom of heaven” (vs. 24) has reference to the mystery period of the kingdom that Jesus introduced earlier (Matt. 13:11 – “mysteries of the kingdom of heaven”). It deals with new added revelation concerning Christ’s earthly kingdom program. It does not speak about heaven since in heaven there can be no tares or evil present (Rev. 21:27). It’s a total misconception to think that the phrase “kingdom of heaven” has something to do with heaven. The kingdom of heaven has reference to God’s earthly program or when heaven will rule this earth. It speaks of a time when God’s will on earth takes place even as His will is established in heaven (Matt. 6:10). In any event, Jesus came into the world offering an earthly kingdom to the Jews, which was repeatedly prophesied and spoken about in the Old Testament Scriptures. But the mysteries or hidden secrets about the earthly kingdom program are dealing with those truths that were not revealed and known to the Old Testament Jews concerning the kingdom (Matt. 13:17). The mysteries deal with hidden secrets about God’s kingdom program that were not previously revealed and known. They are new truths that are being revealed about God’s earthly kingdom program. 

What are the mysteries or hidden truths about the kingdom? They are secrets dealing with the various events and conditions that would take place on earth prior to the kingdom’s arrival. The secrets about the kingdom deal with those events and conditions that would transpire on earth prior to the kingdom’s arrival. It’s these hidden secrets concerning the kingdom that became the content of Christ’s seven parables. Jesus was not introducing a new form of the literal earthly kingdom but new truth that was in some way related to the establishment of the kingdom. He was speaking about those things that must transpire before the earthly kingdom arrives on planet earth. Since these events and conditions are secret things that were not previously revealed about the kingdom they are called “mysteries of the kingdom.” The kingdom is not a mystery but the events surrounding the establishment of the kingdom are mysteries. It’s these events that Jesus unfolds to us in the parables when he uses the repeated phrase “the kingdom of heaven.” 

The time period when these conditions and events will occur encompasses the period between Israel’s rejection of the Messiah and the return of the Messiah at the end of the Tribulation Period to establish His earthly kingdom. Between the postponement of the kingdom program and the reestablishment of the kingdom on earth there would be many conditions and events that would take place heralding the return of the King and the establishment of His kingdom. Before the King and His kingdom arrives in the world these events and conditions must run their course. We can be sure that everything that is taking place in the world today is moving toward God’s earthly kingdom program - Ephesians 1:10, “That in the dispensation of the fulness of times (culmination of all the ages) he might gather together in one all things in Christ, both which are in heaven, and which are on earth; even in him.” Earth’s events are moving toward the great and final dispensation when Jesus returns as the King. All the previous ages will culminate in the glorious kingdom reign of Jesus Christ over the earth. What God allows to take place on earth prior to the kingdom is the outworking of His hidden or mysterious program concerning the earthly kingdom. The conditions and events that transpire on planet earth are preparing the world for the kingdom’s arrival and are termed as the sacred secrets which must run their course before the kingdom is established. Hence, they are the mysteries about the kingdom or God’s hidden agenda concerning His earthly kingdom program. Dear friend, everything is moving according to God’s schedule and program.   

The repeated phrase in Matthew 13 which says, “the kingdom of heaven is like” means that the teaching in the parable explains what things are going to be like on earth before the earthly kingdom arrives - see Matt. 13:24, 31, 33, 44, 45, 47. Jesus is saying that the secret events and conditions surrounding God’s earthly kingdom program are “like” or comparable to what I’m about to describe. In our present parable Jesus is going to describe a harvest that will produce a mixture of both good and evil. If you like suspense and mystery you might call this parable “The Case of the Mysterious Harvest.” 

The Son

Matthew tells us that Jesus would speak two more parables before giving the official interpretation of the parable of the tares among the wheat. In the interpretation of this parable Jesus explains that the sower or farmer is the Son of man. “He answered and said unto them, He that soweth the good seed is the Son of man” (Matt. 13:37). The sower in this parable and previous parable was the “Son or man” which was the earthly designation or title given to Christ. It is the Lord Jesus who is portrayed as sowing the seed of the Word of God (vs. 19) and sowing His own children (vs. 38) among humanity today. This title identified Christ with humanity through incarnation (John 1:14) and spoke of His humanness. Jesus lived among the human race and came to take man’s place on the cross. He became man, died in man’s place, and draws mankind to salvation (John 12:32) so that He might create a spiritual harvest of people among humanity who will one day enter the glorious kingdom reign. The title “Son of man” is also a Messianic title that Jesus applied to Himself. Luke 22:69, “Hereafter shall the Son of man sit on the right hand of the power of God.” Jesus is the Son of man who is coming back to rule this world someday. The Divine Sower is the Son of man who is sowing a harvest of people today, who are His own children, so that one day He can take them into the glorious kingdom reign. And someday this will come to pass (Rev. 19:11-21). 

The Setting

The setting where all the sowing is said to occur is the field (vs. 27) which our Lord interprets as the world (vs. 38 – “The field is the world”). This tells us that the setting for the seed sowing efforts is planet earth. It will be across the entire earth (not just Palestine) that this mysterious mixture and harvest is going to occur. Our Lord is moving the events of this world according to His sovereign plan. His sowing efforts in the world are coming to fruition even as we study this text of Scripture. People are coming to Jesus Christ for salvation and becoming part of the spiritual harvest that is prepared to enter the earthly kingdom someday. The setting and stage for this parabolic scene is the world. Let me say today that the world is on God’s center stage for it’s in this world that His redemptive program for mankind is being carried out and it’s upon planet earth where the King is someday going to rule and reign (Rev. 11:15; Luke 1:33). No other planet has God’s interest more than this little planet, which is spinning away in one of the millions of galaxies within the universe. This is because God has placed people on this planet and has an eternal destiny for mankind. 

Please notice that the world is described as “his field” (vs. 24, compare vs. 31) which tells us that our Lord owns the world. He is not borrowing it. It’s His field. Jesus has the title deed to this old world because He created it. Psalm 24:1 says, “The earth is the Lord's, and the fulness thereof; the world, and they that dwell therein.” Colossians 1:16, “For by him were all things created, that are in heaven, and that are in earth, visible and invisible, whether they be thrones, or dominions, or principalities, or powers: all things were created by him, and for him.” Jesus Christ is the absolute Creator and Sovereign Ruler of the world. He is the King. Satan is a prince (John 12:31; 14:30: 16:11) who has presently usurped everything in the world but Jesus is still the King! Someday the King is going to return and reclaim “his field” which is rightfully His. He is coming back to claim Adam’s lost domain for God.  What a day, glorious day it will be!  
The Seed
You will notice that this too is a parable of sowing but it is quite different than the first parable. The emphasis in the first parables was on soil (different types of human hearts) whereas the emphasis in this parable is on seed (different types of people). In the first parable the seed that was sown was the Word of God (vs. 19). It was sown in the hearts of lost people. But in this parable the seed is called “the children of the kingdom” or “children of the wicked one” (Matt. 13:38). The seed is people. The mysterious harvest consists of two different kinds of people in the same field. There is a divine sowing of children who are God’s children and a diabolical sowing of evil children which are the devil’s children. This is the mysterious harvest that is presented in these verses. 

God’s Seed

The children or sons of the kingdom are actually people who are spiritually prepared to enter the earthly kingdom. The main intent and teaching of the parables is that God will always have a remnant of people who are His children throughout the period of time represented by the parables. The general teaching is that from the beginning to the ending of the mystery period of the kingdom there will always be a nucleus of children that God will be working with and preparing to someday inherit the kingdom. However, the “children of the kingdom” would have a special reference to Christ’s earthly ministry when He was offering the messianic kingdom to the Jews. The “children of the kingdom” description is given because of the Jewish and kingdom setting when the mystery period of the kingdom began. In our Lord’s day the children of the kingdom would have a direct reference to those Jews who received His message concerning the earthly kingdom and who were spiritually prepared to enter the theocracy (Matt. 4:17). The same will be true in the future Tribulation Period when Jews will come to faith in Christ and be prepared to enter the coming earthly kingdom (Matt. 24:14). The Jews were given the promise of a literal earthly kingdom through their covenant programs. Those Jews who would receive Him as their personal Messiah and Savior (John 1:12) would become children of the kingdom who would one day enter the kingdom or earthly theocracy. We must remember that the “word of the kingdom” (vs. 19) only produces “children of the kingdom” (vs. 38). 

At this point let us reiterate something we stressed earlier in our study. Since our Lord gave no distinct time divisions for the sowing and seed program we must conclude that the parables also project us into the present dispensation in which we live today and extend right up to the end of the Tribulation age (vs. 39). The sowing would occur in the entire world which would be much more extensive than just the local ministry of Christ during His day. Therefore, the sowing and seed program would take place on a worldwide basis throughout the entire age in which we live today (Church age) up to the end of the next age (Tribulation age). This being said, would it be correct to call God’s children living within the present Church age the “children of the kingdom?” We would answer by saying that in a strict dispensational sense Church age saints cannot be called “children of the kingdom” since this was a term given to Jews who were promised the kingdom through God’s covenant program. Furthermore, they were awaiting the immediate arrival of the kingdom while Jesus was on earth. So the descriptive reference must apply to the Jews of Jesus’ day when the mystery period of the kingdom first began. However, it can be said that in a general or broad sense there will always be a spiritual nucleus of people, throughout the entire mystery period of time (the King's rejection until the King's return), which are prepared for the future kingdom. Even Church age saints of today are children who are going to take part in God’s kingdom program (Rev. 19:11-16). 

Church-age saints possessing the prospect of entering the kingdom (1 Thess. 2:12; 2 Thess. 1:5) would also be included in the mystery period of time as it runs its course. They too are guaranteed an entrance into the kingdom through resurrection (Col. 1:13). In fact, even the Gentile masses outside the Jewish nation and church will one day “inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world” (Matt. 25:34). The point is that all people who are God’s children are destined for the kingdom rule and reign at the end of earth’s climatic history. So those who believe that Jesus is the Messiah (John 20:30-31) will some day inherit a place in the restored theocracy (James 2:5) while the unsaved throughout this interim period of time will not inherit any place in the kingdom (Gal. 5:21; Eph. 5:5; 1 Cor. 6:9; Matt. 8:12; 25:46). 

In a general sense, the children of the kingdom are God’s children awaiting the kingdom’s arrival prior to its establishment. God’s saints even today are to live in light of the Rapture and the revelation of Christ’s earthly kingdom (2 Tim. 4:1 – “at his appearing and kingdom”). They are kingdom bound individuals. Earth’s history is moving toward the earthly theocracy and golden age of history. Some will die or be raptured (Church saints) prior to the kingdom’s arrival (1 Thess. 4:13-18) while others (Tribulation saints) will be living when the King returns following the Tribulation Period (Matthew 24-25). But the main intent and teaching of the parables is that God will always have a remnant of people who are His children throughout the period of time represented by the parables.   

The Devil’s Seed

The mysterious nature about this harvest is that there would be a counter sowing that would occur and mingle “children of the kingdom” (a remnant of godly people) with “children of the wicked one” (an offspring of ungodly people). The “children of the wicked one” were actually children of the devil. This is the other seed that we need to address in this study. The expression “wicked one” was already interpreted as referencing the devil (Matt. 13:18 – “then cometh the wicked one” with Luke 8:12 – “Then cometh the devil”). In this parable we are told that the “enemy that sowed them is the devil” (vs. 39). Thus, the children of the wicked one are actually children of the devil. The parable reveals these children as “tares” or weeds (vs. 25) which are sown or planted among God’s true children. This parable, like the first one, refutes the dream that the Church will convert the world and bring in the kingdom (postmillennialism). This is because Satan will always have his own seed or children operating in this world. The church will never Christianized the world. It’s a dream that will never be fulfilled. The teaching of Dominion Theology that claims the church is going to take over the world for Christ and gather a great following is not Scriptural. Let’s read our Bibles. There is no indication in the Bible that Christ’s good seed will ever be anything more than a very small minority in comparison to the great masses of unsaved people who are he devil’s seed. Jesus said to His own, “Fear not, little flock: for it is your Father’s good pleasure to give you the kingdom (Luke 12:32). God’s spiritual offspring will always be smaller in number than the devil’s offspring (Matt. 7:13-14). This world is not getting better and Satan is always going to have his abundance of seed. 

The Story of Two Seeds
The history of civilization contains the record of the battle of two seeds. God’s Word teaches that there would be a perpetual struggle between the devil’s seed and God’s seed. Such is the case today as presented in this parable. God said to Satan in Genesis 3:15, “And I will put enmity between thee and the woman, and between thy seed and her seed; it shall bruise thy head, and thou shalt bruise his heel.” The two principle heads of the seed concept are Christ and Satan but at the same time the seeds naturally have reference to people who are connected to these two heads. The serpent’s seed or human offspring has reference to the offspring of the devil who would follow him and do his bidding ultimately killing the Messiah upon the cross (“thou shalt bruise his heel” – strike at his heel). The heel wound prophetically speaks of Christ’s suffering and death upon the cross. 

Next, we must understand that the seed of the woman has reference to the seed or human posterity who would be in the godly line and have the responsibility of bringing the Messiah into the world. Of course, the reference to “thy seed” has a principle and primary fulfillment in Christ (the seed of the woman – Gal. 3:16) who upon the cross would defeat Satan (“it shall bruise thy head”). This prophetic statement refers to the crushing blow Christ would bring to Satan when He died on the cross (Col. 2:15). However, the mention of the seed would naturally include all those who lead up to Christ, and who are spiritually connected to Christ, and collectively represented in Him. The woman Mary was the human vessel that God eventually used to bring His Son into the world. She was not only part of the seed line but brought the actual seed (Christ) into the world that would die for the human race. Today all who receive Jesus Christ as their personal Savior (John 1:12) actually become God’s spiritual seed or offspring who are connected to the godly line of the woman through whom Christ came. They are seen as God’s children. 

The Bible speaks of present day believers as being of the same faith of Abraham and his spiritual seed (Gal. 3:29) because Abraham was the principle figure connected with Christ’s seed who expressed faith in God. Thus, when a person places faith in Jesus Christ today they become Abraham’s spiritual seed or offspring (expressing the same kind of faith as Abraham) who was in the line of Christ’s spiritual seed, which came from the godly line stemming from the woman (Eve). Hence, those who trust in Jesus Christ as their Savior become children of Abraham and collectively become the spiritual offspring of the woman’s seed. Galatians 3:26, “For ye are all the children of God by faith in Christ Jesus.” Please note that we become God’s children only by expressing faith in Jesus Christ, which means to express personal faith in the person and work of Jesus Christ for our salvation. There is no other way to become God’s child. We are not born into this world as God’s children. We do not inherit a gene that makes us God’s children (John 1:13). The fact of the matter is this. People are born into this world as the devil’s children. We are conceived in sin (Ps. 51:5) and are born separated from God (Eph. 2:1-2 – “children of disobedience”). There are “children of the world” and “children of light” (Luke 16:8). God’s seed and the devil’s seed have always been contrasted throughout the entire history of the human race.  

Dr. Harry Ironside once described a rather stern and austere pastor who went to see a woman. She was showing him her baby, holding the infant up to he could see how beautiful it was. This pastor drew a long face and said to her, “Madam, what a pity that this little one should be a child of the devil.” Well, this is hardly the way to make a hit with a mother! And yet we are born into this world, as a sinner, and no one needed to teach us how to be dishonest, cheat, and lie. We are all born into this world tainted with Adam’s sin and bent on doing evil. We are born as someone who needs to be rescued from the seed line of the serpent and brought into the family of God by becoming God’s offspring through faith in the Savior (Gal. 3:26).  

The fact that people are children of the devil stuns the modernistic teachings that are still being propagated in the apostate church. The liberals are still talking about everybody being the children of God. They will put a man in heaven, during a funeral service, who drank liquor and beat his wife for thirty years, who cursed God all his life, and who has never stepped inside a Gospel preaching church. The presidential debates were just held this past week and the liberal Democrat made the statement, “We are all the children of God.” How absurd to make such a statement as this. This is false, misleading, and has sent millions of people to hell. Not everybody is God’s child. Jesus spoke of those who were of the serpent’s seed. In John 8:44 Jesus said to the religious intelligentsia of his day: “Ye are of your father the devil, and the lusts of your father ye will do...”  John also says the “whole world lieth in wickedness” (1 John 5:19) meaning that the world of lost mankind is under the influence, sway, grip, and dominion of the devil. The religious scribes and the Pharisees were said to be of the devil’s seed. Peter talks about the religious apostates of his day as “cursed children” (2 Pet. 2:14). Certainly these people are of the devil’s seed. 

The bottom line is this. Every person in this world today is either a child of God or a child of the devil. There is no person who is half and half. You are either saved or unsaved. You are either functioning as God’s child or functioning as the devil’s child (1 John 3:10). There are only two types of people that exist in the world according to John: children of God and children of Satan. You can’t make it any clearer than this. There may be varying degrees of sinfulness and evil among the devil’s children but they are all are representatives of Satan himself. Even when they seek to live deceptive lives, which appear to be similar to God’s wheat or true children. This brings us to our next point. 

The Sabotage

Every farmer in Palestine knew that one way their crop could be hindered and even destroyed was by someone coming along in the night and oversowing the field with seeds so that it would produce weeds or darnel (Matt. 13:25-26). The Roman government actually had laws and punishments against this type of action. There were those who wanted to ruin the wheat supply of others to bring greater gain to their own crops and trade. So laws were made that brought legal actions against those who would sow tares in the field of another person. 

Satan’s plan is to sabotage the work of God by mixing the devil’s seed with God’s seed. The Bible says, “his enemy came and sowed tares among the wheat” (vs. 25). Jesus interprets the tares as “children of the wicked one” (vs. 38) and “The enemy that sowed them is the devil” (vs. 38). There can be no misunderstanding of this parable. The wicked one wants to undermine God’s work. He wants to interfere with the God’s work and deliberately damage the work of God by mixing his offspring with God’s offspring. The devil has always used this as an affective tool in his attempt to sabotage God’s people and purpose in the world (Gen. 6:1-5; Judges 3:5-7; 2 Chron. 18:1-2). God’s word is “separate” whereas the devil’s word is “syncretism.” The apostate and liberal who are the serpent’s seed will say, “Let us meet together in the house of God…” (Neh. 6:10). “Let us build with you” (Ezra 4:2). But God says, “Come out from among them, and be ye separate…” (2 Cor. 6:17). The devil has always tried to strategically mix his offspring with God’s offspring. The devil seeks to bring his seed into an alliance with God’s seed in order to corrupt them spiritually. Satan seeks to mix his seed with God’s seed in the political, corporate, business, and ecclesiastical (church) arena of life throughout this world in order to bring spiritual contamination into the lives of God’s true seed. Wherever God’s seed is sown the devil’s seed is oversown. Satan’s children are dwelling among God’s children to contaminate their lives and sabotage God’s purpose and work in the world, which is to be accomplished through His own people.   
The parable explains that counter sowing produces an initial crop that looks just like the true crop (Matt. 13: 25-26). The devil’s children are called “tares” which are a spurious poisonous crop that resembles wheat in the initial stages of growth. Tares were known as darnel, which was a common weedy type of grass. The Jews called it degenerate wheat. The text simply says “it brought forth fruit” (vs. 26) signifying that it originally appeared to be the same kind of fruit as the wheat, which was sown by the original farmer. But this was not true wheat. 

Unger says that the most common tare found in grainfields in the Holy Land is bearded darnel, “a poisonous grass, almost indistinguishable from wheat while the two are growing into blade. But when they come into ear, they can be separated without difficulty.” This is because when the heads of the crop become mature, the darnels take on a slate gray color and become distinguishable from the wheat. In time the tares are eventually spotted as degenerate wheat by their slight change in color (“then appeared the tares also” – vs. 26). Eventually the true nature of the tares is seen. But in the beginning the weeds cannot be differentiated from the wheat. Botanists tell us that even the experts cannot distinguish it from the wheat in the early stages of growth. Herein lies the devil’s deception. He tries to imitate God’s people. He sends his own seed “among” (vs. 25) God’s seed. This means the enemy had sown the darnel all throughout the wheat crop. So the devil attempts to sow his own seed among God’s seed and in so doing attempts to religiously imitate and then undermine the work of God. 

The tares in this parable do not represent the drug addicts, alcoholics, prostitutes, thieves, and murderers. Briars, thorns, and thistles would be easily detected but a similar crop would go unnoticed. The tares are a crop that appears similar to God’s people and how much better can this similarity be seen than through the paraphernalia and procedures of religion and religious disguise. When Jesus was talking about the tares He no doubt had the scribes and Pharisees in mind and all the other Jews who were religiously connected with His people in that day but who were really imposters. They were not true followers of the Messiah and had no intention of committing themselves to Him in a saving way. Satan loves when his own children dwell among God’s true children in order to infect them and stagnate their service and work for the Lord. He loves to have the degenerate wheat growing among the pure wheat. Satan sows the counterfeit among the true. Because Satan cannot uproot the wheat (true Christians) he plants counterfeit Christians in their midst. This has always been the devil’s practice down though the ages and will continue to be the devil’s ploy in the future. 

Who can forget Jannes and Jambres who were counterfeits attempting to do the same miraculous work of God (Exodus 7:9-12; 2 Timothy 3:8). Jannes and Jambres were tares among the wheat. Paul spoke in his day of the pseudo-Christians (2 Cor. 11:26: Gal. 2:4) and false teachers or seducers (Gal. 1:7-8; 2 Tim. 3:13; 2 Jn. 1:7) that were hindering and corrupting God’s work. There have always been tares among the wheat. The same will be true in the future. Jesus said that there would be many false Christ’s and prophets appearing in the Tribulation Period that will attempt to deceive God’s elect (Matt. 24:24). The greatest counterfeit is yet to come on this world scene and his name is the Antichrist (1 Jn. 2:18). 2 Thessalonians 2:9, “Even him, whose coming is after the working of Satan with all power and signs and lying wonders.” Satan will always have his counterfeits among God’s true children right up to the time when the kingdom arrives on planet earth (Rev. 7:14).   

The parable before us is pointing to a sabotage of counterfeit religious imitation, which can lead to deception among God’s true people and corruption to God’s work. This religious imitation and deception can only occur when Satan mixes his children among God’s children. The point is this. Wherever the mixture occurs the devil wants much of his seed to appear as God’s children. To some extent we have already witnessed this in the first parable where the danger of false profession was made among God’s children and where others were linked with Christ’s followers who attempted to take Christ as Savior and hang on to the world at the same time (vss. 20-22). These were the devil’s seed that attempted to create deception among God’s followers. Many times the devil wants his own seed to take on the appearance that they are religiously and spiritually tied to God’s children and purpose when in reality they want nothing to do with God’s cause. This might be illustrated by those who run in the political arena of life who mention God, quote Bible verses, and then turn around and promote same-sex marriages, partial birth abortion, and many other wicked practices. This can also be seen in the everyday world where we live. Satan places his seed among God’s children and many times the devil’s seed are seen performing good acts of humanity. They support hunger drives, help hurting people in the world, donate to the Salvation Army, offer to help rebuild the homes of hurricane victims, offer their services to help a neighbor who is in need, and call themselves conservative Republicans. 

Satan’s children do not always appear outwardly evil for the simple reason that the old nature is not always as bad as it can be and can manipulate the actions of the new nature. In fact, many times the devil’s seed or children take on an appearance that they are connected with Christianity and God because of the good things they do and practice. Many of the devil’s children do not commit adultery, they do not cheat on their marriage partner, they teach their children moral principles, they oppose abortion and other hideous sins that others want to support. They practice abstinence before marriage and attend church on somewhat a regular basis. They don’t take drugs, smoke tobacco, gamble their money away, and in many ways live an exemplary life. 

Herbert Lockyer has said:

“Many who are not the Lord’s yet resemble those who are: they go to church, pray, read the Bible like Christians, but are, alas, Christless.” 

We must remember that religious imitation and deception is being addressed in this parable. Satan has a counterfeit for every divine reality. He sows the world with those who look like, talk like, and, to some extent, walk like disciples. But they are not genuine followers of the King. We must never forget that there is a difference between God’s people manifesting fruit produced by the new nature and the work of the Spirit (Gal. 5:25) and the devil’s people manifesting self-produced works by their own efforts and acts of reformation. The devil’s children may produce outstanding works but no real fruits. Things like singing, preaching, ushering, teaching, speaking of Christ, giving to the poor, and helping the hurting can be all works generated by the flesh. By contrast these same things become fruit generated and motivated by the Holy Spirit. In addition, God’s people have a true deep-seated inner joy, the peace of God, and manifest true actions of righteousness and holiness. 

Let us never forget that the devil paints his followers or offspring as God’s offspring in order to bring them into a spiritual corruption. He tries to undermine the work of God in the world by planting his children among God’s children and making them appear as God’s children. Satan is not an innovator but always an imitator. So His agenda in this world is to imitate God’s sowing work by introducing his own seed among God’s true seed. The devil has his own lucrative farming business! Satan grows and counterfeits God’s true seed today and in doing so he tries to undermine or destroy the true work of God in the world. Satan tries to reproduce God’s people and in so doing produces a counterfeit religious imitation among God’s true people, which can bring deception and corruption to the work of God. 

I want you to understand that the “field” is not the church (vs. 38) – the Baptist Church, Methodist Church, Lutheran Church or Catholic Church. It is the world. This is important to realize. The time frame of the parable began while Christ was on earth and will not finish until Christ returns to the earth. Satan was mixing his offspring with God’s true offspring in Christ’s day (John 2:23-25) and it will also occur during the coming Tribulation Period (Mark 13:12; Rev. 17:6). So the beginning and ending days of the mystery period are seen with mixing. In fact, all throughout the mystery period of time represented in these parables, there will be this mixing of the true and false together. It’s not to be exclusively applied to the time of the Church. However, the Church age is part of this time period known as the mysteries of the kingdom and would be included in this time period. Allow me to say that all throughout the world today Satan has been trying to integrate his own seed among God’s true seed in order to hinder the work of God. 

We must remember that God has sown His children all throughout the world and not just in the Church (Matt. 13:24 – “a man which sowed good seed in his field”) to accomplish His purpose and plan for their lives while they live on this earth (Col. 4:12: Phil. 2:13; 1 Pet. 4:2). God has own His redeemed ones in this world so that there would be fruit for His glory. How wonderful it is to be part of God’s purpose and plan that is being accomplished throughout the earth. We can know that we are where God wants us to be doing His bidding and service. So God’s children are strategically planted or placed all over the world to accomplish His plan. But the devil’s children are oversown with them. Both exist together. They breath the same air, eat the same food, drive the same highways, live in the same neighborhoods, work at the same factories, go to the same schools, shop at the same stores, play at the same playgrounds, and even live in the same homes (Matt. 5:45). Satan knows how to mingle satanic seed with godly seed in an attempt to somewhere cause God’s people to overstep the boundary of His will and purpose for their lives. The devil’s mixture of the true among the false all over the earth has an evil purpose. It’s to override God’s work from being accomplished in the lives of His own people and hinder the children of God from serving and living for the Lord (see Duet. 7:3-4; 1 Kings 11:2). 

Today the devil allows His children to appear on the television screen and computer to lead God’s true children away from God’s purpose for their lives. He allows his tares to appear in the political world and in the neighborhood where you live so that you might rub shoulders with them and eventually become corrupted. He knows how to mix the two seeds in order to get God’s seed away from the will of God. Of course, Satan also mingles his seed in the marriage and home life. How often has a child of God wanted to marry a child of the devil and has reaped a harvest of misery in their life? If we would obey God’s Word we would save our lives from much heartache and misery (2 Cor. 6:14-17). Satan works by infiltration and deception. This is certainly true in connection with the church today, which for some 1,900 years has been a key part of the mystery period, as it continues to run its course. Yes, the devil sows the wicked among God’s children in the arena of church life and the two together constitute what we might call Christendom. 

You will notice that the degenerate wheat is sown “among the wheat” (vs. 25) and God’s wheat is certainly also in the area of church life and ministry. Satan counterfeits God’s true children in the arena of Christendom and church life bringing deception and corruption to the work of God. Let me say today that Satan is running a religious racket. The devil’s biggest operation is religion. His tares show up in the church today. This is a key way that the devil sows deception among God’s people or true seed today. The Evil One infiltrates God’s true children with his own children who pose as Christians, but who are spurious, false, and counterfeit tares. Yes, Satan is in the business of religion and he has his own imitation church (see Rev. 2:9). Satan’s seed or children “have a form of godliness” (2 Tim. 3:5) but they preach “another Jesus” and “another gospel” (2 Cor. 11:4; Gal. 1:7). Satan today fashions his imitators “as ministers of righteousness” (2 Cor. 11:15). They have the ability of “transforming themselves” (2 Cor. 11:13) into someone other than who they really are. They masquerade themselves as God’s seed but are in actuality of the seed of Satan. 

There are many examples of tares that could be given. Simon Magus was able to deceive Philip in a time of revival. People were being saved and baptized. The city of Samaria was aflame with joy. Simon came to be baptized but Peter saw right though him. Acts 8:21-23, “Thou hast neither part nor lot in this matter: for thy heart is not right in the sight of God. Repent therefore of this thy wickedness, and pray God, if perhaps the thought of thine heart may be forgiven thee. For I perceive that thou art in the gall of bitterness, and in the bond of iniquity.” Simon was a tare among God’s wheat.  

Paul encountered a tare when meeting Elymas (Acts 13:10 – “child of the devil”). This man was a tare among God’s wheat. Judas was a tare among God’s wheat. He was a child of the devil mingling with God’s true disciples (John 6:70). Judas stands out in Scripture as an example of how deceptive the devil’s seed or tares can be among God’s people. For nearly three years Judas passed himself off as a true child of God and could not be distinguished by Christ’s disciples  (John 13:18-30). There are many like Judas today who wear the right garb, say the right things, and even do the right things. But they are imposters. They are tares among the wheat. False prophets and teachers are also tares among the wheat (Matt. 7:15; Acts 20:28-31). You will notice that the tares do not come in howling like a wolf and pouncing on God’s sheep but come in secretly and without notice. Both Peter and Jude warn of these false teachers (2 Pet. 2:1-2, 14; Jude vs. 3-4) False brethren are tares among the wheat (Gal. 2:4 – “false brethren unawares”).  

Many years ago I was listening to Dr. Lehman Strauss speak on this particular parable of the tares among the wheat. He shared how one day he was in a bookroom of a particular school signing his name on the inside covers of some of his commentaries. He was doing this for the college students. At one point a man came into the bookstore and said, “I am Jesus Christ of Nazareth.” Everybody seemed to be stunned.  He repeated himself, “I am Jesus Christ of Nazareth.” Dr. Strauss, seizing the opportunity, immediately asked the man to show his hands to the students. When putting forth his hands Dr. Strauss quickly informed the man that he was not Jesus Christ. He said, “Sir, you are an imposter. You have no wounds on your hands. The Jesus I know has the nail scars still in His hands. I ask that you leave this campus at once.” This man was a tare among the wheat. Although not all tares are this dramatic Satan has his tares among God’s wheat in the church today. Some of them sing, preach, and even talk about the Lord but in the end they are found to be only tares among the wheat. 

The Sleeping

Matthew 13:25 says, “But while men slept, his enemy came and sowed tares among the wheat, and went his way.” This is a night scene in the Bible, which suggests that Satan’s activities are not performed in the open. He works best under the cover of darkness and secrecy. The scene depicts how the workers were sleeping in the evening after a long hard days work. This is when the enemy did his diabolical sowing. Of course, the sowing was inevitable for everyone must sleep after a tiring day of work. So the parable really is portraying the inevitable work of Satan that is going to occur throughout this world today. This sowing has happened and will continue to take place right up to the inauguration of the kingdom (Matt. 24-25). Nothing will stop the work of the devil from taking place. 

Satan’s work is inevitable but at the same time I think there is a practical application and lesson we can learn from this statement. The enemy makes inroads into the lives of God’s people when they are sleeping spiritually. This is why Paul exhorts us in 1 Thessalonians 5:5-6, “Ye are all the children of light, and the children of the day: we are not of the night, nor of darkness. Therefore let us not sleep, as do others; but let us watch and be sober.” Dear friend, when we become spiritually lethargic we become open to the devil’s working and deception. We must live on our spiritual tiptoes and raise our spiritual eyebrows of discernment realizing the devilish deception that is all around us and not be overcome with his deceptive ways. There is a good Old Testament illustration that portrays the need to stay spiritually alert to the enemy’s movements and attacks. It’s found in Judges 7:5-6. Gideon was instructed by the Lord to send home those soldiers who bowed down and drank water like a dog (carelessly). He was then instructed to keep those soldiers who drank while remaining on their knees and cupping water in their hand (watchfulness). The practical lesson is this. We need to remain spiritual alert at all times to the enemy’s tactics and surprise attacks. And let us remember that the devil is an imitator who attempts to fool us by deception. We can’t afford to close our eyes to his deceptive workings. Stay spiritually alert. Beware of your unguarded hour! Don’t become spiritually negligent. 2 Corinthians 2:11 says, “Lest Satan should get an advantage of us: for we are not ignorant of his devices.”  

The Syncretism

The syncretism or merging together of the devil’s seed with God’s seed is seen in the words, “Let both grow together until the harvest” (vs. 30). The farmer was giving proper instruction as this point. The servants asked the farmer if they should go out into the field and gather up the tares (vs. 28) but since the tares intertwined their roots with the roots of the wheat harvest it was better that both grow together until the harvest time. When the tares were finally seen to be degenerate wheat (vs. 26) it would be too late to pull them out since they would be so intermingled and intertwined with the true harvest. 

The servants of the farmer wanted to uproot the tares (vs. 28) but the farmer’s response to his servants is the same response that Jesus gives to His followers today. Jesus said in Matthew 13:29, “Nay; lest while ye gather up the tares, ye root up also the wheat with them.” In other words, to attempt to separate the one from the other would prove to be futile or impossible. This statement of not gathering the tares out of the field (vs. 29) is primarily made because God’s seed cannot possibly isolate themselves from the devil’s seed in the everyday world of living, human interaction, and day-to-day activity. We are thoroughly meshed together. It’s an impossibility to isolate ourselves from the great multitudes of tares in this world. Furthermore, it’s equally true and understood by this refusal to uproot the tares that God’s people should never try to become a political power that wants to overthrow the present world order by violence or Christian anarchy. The tares are to be part of the world. The true Church is never commissioned to rise up and destroy the tares by building up a Christian empire that is designed to do away with all unloyal followers.

Whenever the professing church sought to become a political power it committed sinful atrocities by destroying the lives of people and all those who did not fit into its concept of Christianity. The Foxes Book of Martyrs tells of many who were slaughtered by people claiming to be Christians. During the Crusades in Europe and the Middle East (1095-1291) the so-called Christians planned to take the holy places of Israel back from the Moslems and Turks. In the process they massacred people all across Europe claiming to be God’s servants on a holy crusade or pilgrimage. Then too, who can forget the Romanish Inquisition of unrepentant heretics? Thousands upon thousands were murdered for the so-called cause of Christianity. The point is this. Whenever a form of Christianity has become the state religion horrible atrocities have occurred. In any event, Jesus said that it is not the mandate of His followers to overthrow and destroy the tares through political anarchy and power. They were expected to live among the tares and become a witness of the grace of Jesus Christ. We are not to begin a holy religious war to destroy the darnel but become a witness to them of Christ’s love and salvation. Jesus was a friend of sinners – not an enemy of sinners (Luke 7:34). In addition, we should remember that we too were at one time tares or darnels and it was only by God’s grace that we were saved through the faithful witness of God’s wheat.        

Two things must be noted at this point. First, we must understand that eventually the tares (devil’s children) will show the true nature of themselves (“then appeared the tares also” – vs. 26). The devil’s children may disguise themselves for a time but sooner or later their true character will be seen (Matt. 13:21-22). They will follow a pattern of living that will eventually unveil the true nature of themselves. Second, we must also understand that the Son of God, who is the farmer, has not given the Church the mandate to uproot the tares or separate from them in a complete and final sense throughout this mystery period. This means the Church should not try and distance herself from the unsaved in this world. Rather, the Church should rub shoulders with the unsaved out in the real world – the “field.” There is no reason to isolate ourselves from the tares that are in the world by becoming some type of spiritual hermit or monk. This is important to understand. We live in a world full of tares. God has allowed this to be so according to His own sovereign plan. 

This text reveals that God has not instructed His people to go off and live in some kind of monastery where they can isolate themselves from unsaved people. This would be an impossibility (1 Cor. 5:10). We are not called to hide or isolate ourselves from the unsaved that are out in the highways and byways of life. Instead, we are to go into the entire world and witness to the lost (Mark 16:15) and demonstrate Christ’s love to them (Gal. 6:10). We are to influence the tares by allowing our redemption to be at work in a world lost in sin. There is an old saying that states: “We are in the world but not of the world.” Jesus prayed to the Father in John 17:15 and said, “I pray not that thou shouldest take them out of the world, but that thou shouldest keep them from the evil.” The devil’s children cannot be uprooted from God’s children. According to God’s sovereign design and plan both are to dwell together in this world – “let both grow together until the harvest” (vs. 30). The devil’s plan is to destroy God’s work by mixing his seed with God’s seed. But behind the devil’s plan is God’s sovereign plan. After all, even the devil is God’s devil! God says that both will grow together until the harvest time. In the mean time God’s children must go to them and share the Gospel message of salvation. Why? So that the devil’s children might become God’s children. God’s reasoning for allowing both to grow together is obvious. His sovereign plan to save a company of people from among the devil’s seed, or the devil’s darnel, can only come to pass as the church goes into the “uttermost part of the earth” (Acts 1:8). God has not called us to sit in our ivory towers but to be an effective witness for Him where He has strategically placed us in the field or world. So for this reason both are to grow together. We grow together in the world to fulfill God’s plan and purpose of saving a company of people, which He will later identify as His “pearl of great price” (vs. 46). God is calling out a people for His name (Acts 15:14).  

Some have erroneously attempted to use this expression (“Let both grow together until the harvest” – vs. 30) as a proof text to support ecumenicalism in the Church today. They reason that both the wheat and the tares are to grow together in the Church today. Therefore, there is no reason to try and separate from ecumenical practices that harbor the unsaved within liberal denominations and Christ rejecting religions. But this conclusion ignores the interpretation of the parable. The field is not said to be the church but the world (“the field is the world” - vs. 38). What a difference this makes! Jesus means what He says and says what He means. If Jesus had wanted to use the term Church then He would have used it. But Jesus would never contradict what the New Testament epistles teach about the local Church. 

When it comes to the Church we have every right to pull out the darnel and separate from unbelievers who are promoting a false religious cause (2 Cor. 6:14-17). The local Church is commanded to cut herself off from the religious tares of Satan’s seed (1 Tim. 6:5 – “from such withdraw thyself”). We have every right to mark the unsaved false teachers (Rom. 16:15), expose heretics (Titus 3:10), false teachers (Matt. 7:15-16), and refuse fellowship with the apostate practices of unbelievers in the context of a local Church setting (Eph. 5:11). God has never told us to allow the tares to spiritually pollute local Church life and ministry. There are times we must uproot the darnel. In other words, we are not to allow the tares to integrate with God’s redeemed and push their religious apostasy and worldly agenda on God’s true Church. We must deal with sin in the local Church setting. This often involves dealing with the tares that are attempting to promote their apostate religious cause and false agenda in the church. So the field is the world and not the local church. This means we can grow together in the world but not in the Church.   

The Secret

The new revelation and mystery or sacred secret (Matt. 13:11) of this second parable is that throughout the interim period of time, before the kingdom arrives, Satan would counterfeit God’s true children bringing deception and corruption to the work of God. Satan would be at work during the days prior to the King’s return and the establishment of the messianic kingdom. His specific work would be one of deception and infiltration as he attempts to destroy the work of God throughout the earth. 

The Separation

Matthew 13:30 

“Let both grow together until the harvest: and in the time of harvest I will say to the reapers, Gather ye together first the tares, and bind them in bundles to burn them: but gather the wheat into my barn.” 

I remember how my mother used to make us pull weeds in the garden when we were young children. Pulling weeds was not one of my favorite jobs. But it was necessary to separate the weeds from the vegetables or else the weeds would eventually overtake the garden. This past summer my wife and I were walking down a country lane and noticed how one garden was completely overtaken by weeds. The gardener had obviously given up on the garden and had failed to separate the weeds from the vegetables. In this parable the farmer told his workers to separate the tares (degenerate wheat) from the true wheat at the time of harvest. Both were to grow together until the time of harvest and then a separation was to take place.  

We have already commented on how the field is the world where both the unsaved (tares) and saved (wheat) must function and live together until the time of harvest. God’s people are never commissioned to isolate themselves from the unsaved out in the everyday world. God’s sovereign plan is for His children and the devil’s children to coexist together in the world until the time of the harvest when the Son returns to separate the tares (unsaved) from the wheat (saved). When will this ultimate separation take place? It will occur when Jesus returns to establish His Millennial Kingdom. The Bible calls it “the time of harvest” which is later interpreted by our Lord as “the end of the world” (age) – vs. 39. This is not the end of the world that Jesus is talking about but the end of the age. The ending of the world (2 Pet. 3:10-11) will occur later in God’s prophetic program following the 1,000-year reign of Jesus Christ (Rev. 20:10). The Greek word “aion” refers to a specific time period when God will move in a consummating time of judgment. This phrase appears several times in these parables and means the same thing – the end of the Tribulation age (vs. 39-40; 49). The disciples referred to the same time in Matthew 24:3 where Christ spoke of His Second Coming following the Tribulation Period (Matt. 24:27-31). Remember that these parables carry us through the Tribulation Period of seven years and right up to the time when the King returns to establish His Millennial Kingdom. The time period of the mysteries of the kingdom encompass the era between Israel’s rejection and the King’s return in power and great glory to judge planet earth (Rev. 19:11-16). These parables then reveal a prophetic judgment that is going to occur after the mystery period has run its course. The judgment is associated with the King’s return. 

The disciples were probably wondering what was going to happen to the unsaved in the first parable, which bear no fruit, and the bad fruit or tares that Jesus had been talking about in the second parable. What is going to happen to the rejecters? What are you going to do with those who reject the Messiah? Jesus is now going to describe to His followers that He will bring judgment against the unsaved when the mystery period of the kingdom runs its course. The tares or spurious fruit will be harvested for judgment in the end time. The “time of harvest” (vs. 30) is actually a harvest of judgment. The book of Revelation describes the Second Coming of Christ to earth as a time of judgment, which is also pictured as a harvest of judgment. 

Revelation 14:14-20 says,

“And I looked, and behold a white cloud, and upon the cloud one sat like unto the Son of man, having on his head a golden crown, and in his hand a sharp sickle. And another angel came out of the temple, crying with a loud voice to him that sat on the cloud, Thrust in thy sickle, and reap: for the time is come for thee to reap; for the harvest of the earth is ripe. And he that sat on the cloud thrust in his sickle on the earth; and the earth was reaped. And another angel came out of the temple which is in heaven, he also having a sharp sickle. And another angel came out from the altar, which had power over fire; and cried with a loud cry to him that had the sharp sickle, saying, Thrust in thy sharp sickle, and gather the clusters of the vine of the earth; for her grapes are fully ripe. And the angel thrust in his sickle into the earth, and gathered the vine of the earth, and cast it into the great winepress of the wrath of God. And the winepress was trodden without the city, and blood came out of the winepress, even unto the horse bridles, by the space of a thousand and six hundred furlongs.” 

What a harvest of judgment! Words cannot properly describe how terrible it will be when the Son of man returns to burn the tares! Included in this harvest of judgment will be a separation of the tares from the wheat by the reapers (Matt. 13:30). Jesus then interprets the prophetic judgment aspect of this parable in Matthew 13:38-43:  

“The field is the world; the good seed are the children of the kingdom; but the tares are the children of the wicked one; The enemy that sowed them is the devil; the harvest is the end of the world; and the reapers are the angels. As therefore the tares are gathered and burned in the fire; so shall it be in the end of this world. The Son of man shall send forth his angels, and they shall gather out of his kingdom all things that offend, and them which do iniquity; And shall cast them into a furnace of fire: there shall be wailing and gnashing of teeth. Then shall the righteous shine forth as the sun in the kingdom of their Father. Who hath ears to hear, let him hear.” 

This prophetic scene is reenacted many times throughout the Scriptures. The Judgment of the Living Nations will occur when Christ returns to planet earth following the dispensation of the Tribulation age. He will return to judge the living nations who are filled with tares or degenerate wheat. The judgment, which occurs at the end of the age (Tribulation Period), will involve angels, tares, wheat, and the judgment of fire. Let’s outline this prophetic time of judgment. 

1. The Timing of the Judgment 

We have already seen that the time when this judgment will occur is at the “end of the age” (Matt. 13:39-40; 49) which is the end of the Tribulation Period. The Tribulation age on earth is a time of unprecedented judgment designed to unleash God’s wrath upon the unsaved dwelling on planet earth (Rev. 3:10). Christ’s return will bring His final judgment upon earth dwellers that are still living. They will be the final tares to be judged by the King when He returns riding on a white horse. The kingly Christ will judge them before He sets up His promised kingdom. This will occur immediately “after the tribulation of those days” (Matt. 24:29).    

The timing mentioned in this parable is sometimes used by posttribulationists to prove that the Rapture cannot be placed before the end-time events of the Great Tribulation because the weeds or tares are gathered first (vs. 30). This supposedly refutes the pretribulationist who teaches that the Rapture gathers out the saved first. But the answer to this argument is quite simple. First, the order of the gathering is not significant as illustrated in the final Parable of the Dragnet. Here just the reverse is true when the good fish are gathered out first and the bad fish are thrown away (vs. 48). Second, the Rapture is not associated with a universal gathering of the saved and unsaved (1 Thess. 4:13-18). Only those who are in Christ will take part in the Rapture. There is no mention in any Rapture passage of the unsaved being gathered for judgment by angelic reapers. Third, The Rapture cannot possibly be in view in the parables of Matthew 13. The emphasis in these parables is upon the Second Coming of Christ to earth, which has no specific connection with the secret prophetic event of the Rapture (1 Cor. 15:51).  The Rapture deals with an event where Jesus will take His saints back to Heaven (John 14:1-3). The Rapture deals with the saint’s departure into Heaven whereas the Second Coming in these parables deal with the saints entrance into the kingdom (Matt. 13:43). Matthew 13 is an earthly coming with earthly events dealing with His kingdom.

2. The Angelic Participation in the Judgment  

The disciples were to be the sowers but the angels are going to be the reapers. The Bible says that at this specific time of judgment “the reapers are the angels” (vs. 39). Angels are going to have a special part in this worldwide judgment. Apparently the angels are going to miraculously gather the tares or unsaved before the King so that they can be cast into judgment. Notice the repeated emphasis on angelic assistance during this time of terrible judgment. 

Matthew 13:30 says, 

“Let both grow together until the harvest: and in the time of harvest I will say to the reapers, Gather ye together first the tares, and bind them in bundles to burn them: but gather the wheat into my barn.” 

Matthew 13:40-41 

“As therefore the tares are gathered and burned in the fire; so shall it be in the end of this world. The Son of man shall send forth his angels, and they shall gather out of his kingdom all things that offend, and them which do iniquity.” 

Matthew 13:49 

“So shall it be at the end of the world: the angels shall come forth, and sever the wicked from among the just.”  

When Jesus returns the tares or unbelievers will be cast out of the restored kingdom at its inception. This means they will not live to enter the kingdom reign upon planet earth. The angels will swoop down and gather them in this harvest of judgment to be judged by the King. Jesus repeats this same prophetic scenario in Matthew 24 where the context is again referring to His return to planet earth following the Tribulation Period. Once again we see how angels will take an active role in gathering people to face the judgment of the King. 

Matthew 24:31 says: 

“And he shall send his angels with a great sound of a trumpet, and they shall gather together his elect from the four winds, from one end of heaven to the other.” 

In this same prophetic scenario the angels are seen gathering God’s elect (national Israel) from all over the globe. They will be miraculously gathered and examined to see whether or not they have placed genuine faith in the Messiah. There will be tares among the Jewish nation when the King returns (Ezekiel 20:38) even as there were tares living with Jesus during His earthly ministry (John 6:70). 

The angels will also gather the Gentile masses of humanity who are still alive following the Tribulation Period.  

Matthew 25:31-33 

“When the Son of man shall come in his glory, and all the holy angels with him, then shall he sit upon the throne of his glory: And before him shall be gathered all nations (ethnos – non-Jewish foreigners or Gentiles): and he shall separate them one from another, as a shepherd divideth his sheep from the goats: And he shall set the sheep on his right hand, but the goats on the left.”

The angles are going to be busy when the King returns! They will be summoned by the King to gather the Gentile masses of the world for a day of reckoning. All living people among the nations of the world will be gathered and examined by the King to see whether or not they will enter the earthly theocracy.     

3. The Results of the Judgment 

The Scriptures are very clear on the details of this judgment. Comparing Scripture with Scripture gives us a rather detailed analysis of this judgment at the end of the age. 

a. The unsaved will be gathered and judged. 

Matthew 13:30 

“Gather ye together first the tares, and bind them in bundles to burn them …” 

Matthew 13:40 

“As therefore the tares are gathered and burned in the fire; so shall it be in the end of this world.” 

Matthew 13:42 

“And shall cast them into a furnace of fire: there shall be wailing and gnashing of teeth.” 

There will be a bundling and then a burning. The tares will be harvested and judged in Hades, which is likened to a furnace of fire. When the King returns He will cast the unsaved, who are still living on planet earth, into a fiery judgment. This is not the Great White Thorne Judgment (Rev. 20:11-15) since this occurs after the 1,000-year reign of Christ (Rev. 20:7). This particular judgment occurs just prior to the establishment of the kingdom since this context talks about people entering the kingdom when Jesus returns. The judgments of the parables of Matthew 13 are pre-kingdom whereas the judgment of Revelation 20 is post-kingdom. When the King returns the unsaved will be judged. They will be cast into Hades, which is a temporary place of judgment for the unsaved, until their bodily resurrection occurs after the kingdom. 

The unsaved who are living when the King returns will experience the baptism by fire that John the Baptizer spoke of while he was here on earth. Who can forget his prophetic announcement of judgment?   

John said in Matthew 3:11-12: 

“I indeed baptize you with water unto repentance: but he that cometh after me is mightier than I, whose shoes I am not worthy to bear: he shall baptize you with the Holy Ghost, and with fire: Whose fan is in his hand, and he will throughly purge his floor, and gather his wheat into the garner; but he will burn up the chaff with unquenchable fire.” 
This same earthly harvest of judgment is seen in other prophetic contexts dealing with Christ’s Second Coming, which will take place after the Tribulation Period has expired. 

Matthew 24:50-51 

“The lord of that servant shall come in a day when he looketh not for him, and in an hour that he is not aware of, And shall cut him asunder, and appoint him his portion with the hypocrites: there shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth.” 

Matthew 25:30 

“And cast ye the unprofitable servant into outer darkness: there shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth.” 

Matthew 25:41 also states: 

“Then shall he say also unto them on the left hand, Depart from me, ye cursed, into everlasting fire, prepared for the devil and his angels.”  

Matthew 25:46 

“And these shall go away into everlasting punishment: but the righteous into life eternal.” 

The unsaved are not going to enter the kingdom. Instead, they will be judged at the inception of the kingdom and removed. They will not enjoy the blessing of the Golden Age. 

Matthew 8:12 says, 

“But the children of the kingdom shall be cast out into outer darkness: there shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth.”

Those who claim to be children of the kingdom because of their Jewish heritage and natural decent (John 8:33) will discover that they cannot enter the kingdom based upon Jewish ancestry. They must be born again (John 3:3-5) regardless of their Jewish background (John 1:13) and become a Jew that is inwardly changed (Rom. 2:28-29). This is because only the regenerate or saved will enter the earthly kingdom. This brings me to my next point. 

b. The saved will be gathered to enter the kingdom. 

Matthew 13:30 reads: 
“Let both grow together until the harvest: and in the time of harvest I will say to the reapers, Gather ye together first the tares, and bind them in bundles to burn them: but gather the wheat into my barn.” 

The wheat will be gathered into the barn, which becomes a picture of the Millennial Kingdom. The next verse gives us this interpretation. 

Matthew 13:43 

“Then shall the righteous shine forth as the sun in the kingdom of their Father. Who hath ears to hear, let him hear.” 

Herbert Lockyer reminds us “There will be no tares in the barn, just as there will be no wheat in the furnace of fire.” This is a very interesting verse for it tells us about the righteous character of those who enter the kingdom. Only those who are regenerate will evidence a righteous life and enter the Millennial Kingdom. In the kingdom parables that Jesus gave, as elsewhere in Scripture, works are always an evidence of salvation, they are never the ground of salvation (Eph. 2:8-10; James 2:26; Titus 2:10-14). These kingdom parables do not talk about the way of salvation but the genuine fruit that comes from salvation (Matt. 13:23). The way of salvation is not addressed in these parables but the evidence of salvation is alluded to by the manner in which righteous living, wise living, faithful service, and loving actions are commended by the King.

The idea of the righteous saints shining in the kingdom (“shine forth as the sun in the kingdom of their Father” – vs. 43) depicts Daniel’s imagery of how the saint’s service and works on earth will be evidenced by their ability to reflect, shine forth, and radiate God’s glory. Daniel 12:3 states, “And they that be wise shall shine as the brightness of the firmament; and they that turn many to righteousness as the stars for ever and ever.” There is an outward shining or radiance that is associated with eternal reward (1 Pet. 5:4 – “a crown of glory that fadeth not away”). Our eternal reward may very well be linked with our capacity to reflect the glory of God. This would be the greatest reward that any child of God could receive. The privilege of reflecting God’s glory for eternity will be our greatest joy.     

There are other prophetic verses that speak of the blessing of the saved who will someday enter the kingdom when the King returns.

Matthew 25:34 states: 

“Then shall the King say unto them on his right hand, Come, ye blessed of my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world.”  

Matthew 25:21 

“His lord said unto him, Well done, thou good and faithful servant: thou hast been faithful over a few things, I will make thee ruler over many things: enter thou into the joy of thy lord.” 

Matthew 25:23 

“His lord said unto him, Well done, good and faithful servant; thou hast been faithful over a few things, I will make thee ruler over many things: enter thou into the joy of thy lord.” 

Matthew 8:11 

“And I say unto you, That many shall come from the east and west, and shall sit down with Abraham, and Isaac, and Jacob, in the kingdom of heaven.” 

These verses give conclusive evidence that only the saved will enter the earthy Millennial Kingdom. They also teach that there will be a worldwide judgment that occurs when Jesus returns to determine who enters the kingdom. It will be a judgment to determine who will enter the restored theocracy. Jesus Christ is going to separate the tares from the wheat when He returns. Elsewhere this same judgment is likened to separating good and bad sea creatures, a separation of goats from the sheep, or separating the chaff from the wheat. Notice the similarities of separation and judgment in these verses, which portray the same prophetic event. 

Matthew 13:30 

“Let both grow together until the harvest: and in the time of harvest I will say to the reapers, Gather ye together first the tares, and bind them in bundles to burn them: but gather the wheat into my barn.” 

Matthew 13:47-48 

“Again, the kingdom of heaven is like unto a net, that was cast into the sea, and gathered of every kind: Which, when it was full, they drew to shore, and sat down, and gathered the good into vessels, but cast the bad away.” 

Matthew 25:32 

“And before him shall be gathered all nations: and he shall separate them one from another, as a shepherd divideth his sheep from the goats.”  

Matthew 3:12 

“Whose fan is in his hand, and he will throughly purge his floor, and gather his wheat into the garner; but he will burn up the chaff with unquenchable fire.” 

Whether the separation is described as tares from wheat, good fish from bad fish, goats from sheep, or chaff from the wheat, they all point to the same prophetic event. The unsaved will be separated from the saved when Jesus returns as King. The unsaved will be judged as tares, bad fish, goats, and chaff. The saved will enter the kingdom, which are pictured as wheat being gathered into the barn or granary, good fish being caught in a giant net, or sheep that have followed the shepherd. All these simple illustrations teach a very important prophetic event that is going to occur when the King returns to judge the earth at the end of the age. The King is coming! 

The judgment for the unsaved is described in terms of fire. Fire is not merely a symbol of judgment but is literal and becomes part of the horrible judgment that is going to be inflicted upon the lost. The imagery of farmers throwing tares into a burning fire during the harvest time would give an accurate picture of the fate of the unsaved who will be living when Jesus returns to the earth. Matthew repeatedly warns that there will be “wailing” (piercing shrieks) and “gnashing” (grinding) of teeth in pain and perhaps anger (Matt. 8:12: 13:42, 50; 22:13; 24:51: 25:30). This judgment will be the commencement of an eternal judgment of “everlasting fire” (Matt. 25:41) that will be inflicted upon the lost or unsaved. The fact that the fire will be everlasting means that their judgment will be everlasting. The same prophetic scene is once again mentioned in 2 Thessalonians 1:7-10.  

“And to you who are troubled rest with us, when the Lord Jesus shall be revealed from heaven with his mighty angels, In flaming fire taking vengeance on them that know not God, and that obey not the gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ: Who shall be punished with everlasting destruction from the presence of the Lord, and from the glory of his power; When he shall come to be glorified in his saints, and to be admired in all them that believe in that day.” 

Enoch also prophesied of this prophetic event long ago. Jude 1:14-15 says this: “And Enoch also, the seventh from Adam, prophesied of these, saying, Behold, the Lord cometh with ten thousands of his saints, To execute judgment upon all, and to convince all that are ungodly among them of all their ungodly deeds which they have ungodly committed, and of all their hard speeches which ungodly sinners have spoken against him.” 

The King is coming back someday when the mystery period of the kingdom runs its course. He is coming back with a vengeance to judge the tares. He is bringing His mighty angels with Him. There will be no escape for the unsaved. All mankind will be supernaturally gathered to stand before the King. So it is true after all: “That at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, of things in heaven, and things in earth, and things under the earth; And that every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father” (Phil 2:10-11). The Lord is going to deal with the diabolical sowing. We have no business damning people to Hell. This will be the job of the Son. John 5:22 says, “For the Father judgeth no man, but hath committed all judgment unto the Son.”  The Son reserves the right to initiate judgment. 

Matthew 24:40 sums up this prophetic time of judgment when saying:

“Then shall two be in the field; the one shall be taken, and the other left.” Although many have taken this as a reference to the Rapture of the Church there is no evidence to support this conclusion. The Rapture is not in view here. Actually this is a reversal of the Rapture. In the Rapture the saved are taken to Heaven (John 14:1-3) but in this judgment, which is likened to the judgment in Noah’s day, the unsaved are taken to judgment. Actually both the saved and unsaved will be gathered by the angels when Jesus returns to stand before the King. But there will only be one taken into judgment. This will be the unsaved person who has rejected Christ as their Savior. They will be cast out of the kingdom at its inception and judged in the fire of Hades. This is because they have never been clothed in the righteousness of God.

Matthew 22:12-13 reads: 

“And he saith unto him, Friend, how camest thou in hither not having a wedding garment? And he was speechless. Then said the king to the servants, Bind him hand and foot, and take him away, and cast him into outer darkness; there shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth.”  

Matthew 13:43 concludes by saying, “Who hath ears to hear, let him hear.” If you will hear what Jesus is saying then you can know what the future holds. The prophetic future is unveiled to those of us who will listen to what Jesus has outlined. We are blessed to hear and know how it will turn out in the end. In short, Jesus is going to win! Jesus will come back as the King, the tares will be judged, and the wheat will be gathered into the Father’s barn (kingdom). The spiritual lesson is this. God’s people are on the winning side because they are connected to the King “and of his kingdom there shall be no end” (Luke 1:33). What a glorious destiny!  

The Parable of the Mustard Seed

(Matthew 13:31-32)
“Another parable put he forth unto them, saying, The kingdom of heaven is like to a grain of mustard seed, which a man took, and sowed in his field: Which indeed is the least of all seeds: but when it is grown, it is the greatest among herbs, and becometh a tree, so that the birds of the air come and lodge in the branches thereof.” 

The Understanding of the Parable

When reading this third parable we have another story of sowing with similar results occurring throughout human history as were previously depicted in the first two parables. To correctly understand this parable we must remember that the seven parables are all part of one unfolding message. They are sending the same message – not a mixed message. There is harmony in the teaching of these parables. The seven connect together to form a completed whole. To interpret the third and fourth parable in a different light than the first two is not sound exegesis. The third and fourth parables belong together in their flow or meaning. Our Lord interpreted the first two parables for us so we would have a guide in interpreting the rest of them. He gave us a start and He expects us to continue in the same direction and keep the same understanding of what was going to occur throughout the mystery period of the kingdom. In short, Jesus expects us to keep His mindset as we interpret the next two parables since He says nothing about their meaning and gives no direct interpretation of the next parables. 

One of the basic laws in reading the Bible is that Scripture never uses a symbol in two conflicting ways in an immediate context. They are used consistently throughout the entire context and many times throughout the entire Bible. This is very important for us to understand. Jesus expects us to go on applying the same principles He gave in the first two parables and to understand the symbols that He gave as having the same meaning. We must use what Jesus already gave in the previous parables to find the meaning of the symbols in the present parable of the mustard seed. We know who the farmer was, what the seed represented, what the sowing involved, what the soils portrayed, who the birds were, what the wheat and weeds represented, and what is meaning of the reapers. Now we can go on and interpret these symbols in the same way. This will give us the right interpretation for the next two parables. We don’t have to guess concerning their meaning. The Lord’s previous interpretation will guide us. Comparing Scripture with Scripture contextually and matching similar descriptions throughout the Bible will help us to interpret the Bible correctly. Of the seven parables in the series, two are explained, the rest are not explained. Therefore, our Lord gives us interpretation of the first two help us with the rest. Lehman Strauss has stated this about the interpretation of the seven parables: “Any interpretation of one of them which contradicts that of an other cannot be the correct interpretation.” 

The first two parables spoke of the movement of history, between Christ’s rejection and return, as it pertains to the presentation of the Gospel among humanity. We have already discovered that there would be a small response to the Gospel message in relationship to the great masses of humanity who would resist the truth. In the first parable three out of four soils, representative of the human heart, would not respond favorably to the Gospel. The first parable revealed that there would be greater resistance than acceptance of the truth. Satan was active in stealing the seed in the first parable (vs. 19) and keeping people from genuine conversion (vs. 20-21). The second parable revealed that the devil would sow his own seed (tares) among God’s seed (wheat) attempting to destroy the true work of God taking place in the world (vs. 38-39). Satan would once again be active throughout the history and course of the mystery period attempting to keep people from truth and thwart God’s program. As we come to the third parable Satan is once again seen as birds lodging in the branches of a great tree attempting to weaken and destroy the work of God. In this parable we once again see the continuance ad consequences of Satan’s work. As in the first two parables, something seems to have gone wrong! 

The Unassuming Plan of the Sower

(“the least of all seeds”)

The sower or farmer in this parable must once again represent the Son of Man as in the first two parables (vs. 37). You will note that our Lord is seen sowing “a grain of mustard seed” (vs. 31) in the field, the field already being interpreted as the world (vs. 38). But what does the seed represent? One should assign corresponding values to these same terms as they were used in the two previous parables. The good seed in the previous parable was likened to God’s people (vs. 27). Thus, the same thought is continued in this parable and the seed seems to be pointing to people. So what the parable is teaching is that the Son of God (Jesus Christ) originally planned to sow His own people in this world. The mustard seed is called “the least of all seeds” meaning that God’s people in their initial sowing were comparable to a tiny mustard seed. Their size would be small and unassuming on planet earth. God’s people would possess a small and humble existence in the midst of the great throngs of lost and unregenerate people. This was initially true when the Lord began planting His people in the world but it would remain true even as the number of God’s people would continue to grow. Their growth, comparable to a garden mustard plant, would be great (“greatest among herbs”) and yet small in proportion to the devil’s growth movement, which in this parable is comparable to a tree (“and becometh a tree”). The natural growth of a mustard seed into a plant is pictured as a healthy and steady growth but in spite of the phenomenal growth of God’s people they would still only be comparable to a garden plant. They would not grow at the same rate and in the same way as the devil’s tree. More on the tree later. 

In this parable God’s children are likened to a grain (kernel) of mustard seed, which in its natural state would produce a shrub of humble proportion and existence in the world, when compared to a gigantic tree that spreads forth it branches high into the sky. Those who have made a special study of plant life in Palestine tell us that a garden mustard seed plant, rarely, if ever, exceeds a height of seven feet. It does not reach the height, glory, and status of a tree. The sowing of the tiny seed and growth of the garden plant is teaching that God’s people are to have a steady growth but humble and unassuming existence on planet earth during the mystery period of time between Israel’s rejection and Christ’s return to establish the kingdom (compare Mark 4:30; Luke 13:18). Their planting and growth, when comparable to a full-grown tree, suggests smallness in size and number.   

Remember that the phrase “the kingdom of heaven is like” (vs. 31) is speaking about the mysteries of the earthly kingdom which were not previously unfolded in the Old Testament (vs. 11). The mysteries of the kingdom deal with those plans, purposes, and programs that would occur on planet earth prior to the King’s return and establishment of the earthly kingdom. So our Lord was once again unveiling another secret that would take place on earth prior to the establishment of the kingdom. He is saying that this is what the world will be like before the kingdom arrives. Here is another secret that you can know before the kingdom comes. The secret revolves around the growth of God’s people (the mustard plant) in comparison to another type of growth that would take place in the world, which is identified as a tree.  

Throughout the time period, represented in the mystery period, God’s people were to have a smaller and unassuming existence, much like the tiny mustard seed that is sown in the earth, which in its natural growth produces a healthy garden plant. It’s understood that you don’t plant a tree in a garden (see Luke 13:19) or produce a tree from a mustard seed. So the original sowing of the Son and natural growth of God’s people was intended to produce a group of people that were smaller and more modest in size in comparison to the largeness of a tree. This tells us that the Lord’s people were never intended to become a gigantic social and political force in the world. Instead they would have a smaller existence, while at the same time maintaining a steady growth, much like a mustard plant or shrub appearing in a garden that springs forth from a tiny seed. Their size and growth was to be reflected in what Jesus said during His own earthly ministry, “Fear not little flock” (Luke 12:32). 

While a mustard seed is not the smallest seed in the world, it was probably the smallest seed that the Jews sowed in their gardens. It was a traditional symbol of that which is tiny. Thus, the planting and growth of His people throughout the mystery period was to be insignificant in comparison to the devil’s planting and growth. God’s true children were to have a humble and unassuming existence throughout the world until the kingdom is established. Jesus portrayed the small number of His followers in other ways, such as the comparison between a wide road where many people traveled, and a narrow road where fewer people traveled.

Matthew 7:13-14 

“Enter ye in at the strait gate: for wide is the gate, and broad is the way, that leadeth to destruction, and many there be which go in thereat: Because strait is the gate, and narrow is the way, which leadeth unto life, and few there be that find it.”  

There can be no doubt about what Jesus was teaching in this parable and what the general teaching of Jesus was in the previous parables and during His earthly ministry. He would sow His people among the world and although they would have a steady and healthy growth (“the greatest among herbs”) their existence on planet earth would still be smaller and unassuming in comparison to the devil’s religious working (“becometh a tree”). The mustard seed and garden shrub in its natural growth could not turn into the structure of a tree which in this parable reflects the abnormal growth and work of the devil. More on this in a moment. 

A question is sometimes raised about the statement of the mustard seed (“Which indeed is the least of all seeds” – vs. 32). John Walvoord comments in this way: “Actually, the text in the Greek New Testament is a comparative (mikroteron) which means that it is smaller. Some hold that this is an error in Scripture because the seed of the orchid, for instance, is still smaller. This, however, is ruled out by the passage itself which limits the seeds under consideration to those that are planted in the Holy Land. The fact that smaller seeds are found elsewhere in the world is without significance.” 

Lenski says, 

“Jesus is speaking of the seeds ordinarily planted in ancient gardens, hence the remark that botanists know many still smaller seeds is pointless.” 

Dr. L. H. Shinners, director of the herbarium at Southern Methodist University in Dallas and lecturer at the Smithsonian Institution, stated in a conversation:

“The mustard seed would indeed have been the smallest of those to have been noticed by the people at the time of Christ. The principal field crops (barley, wheat, lentils, and beans) have much larger seeds, as do other plants which might have been present as weeds and so forth. There are various weeds and wild flowers belonging to the mustard, amaranth, pigweed, or chickweed families with seeds that are as small as or smaller than mustard; but they would not have been known or noticed by the inhabitants. They are wild and they certainly would not have been planted as a crop. … The only modern crop plant in existence with smaller seeds than mustard is tobacco, and this plant of American origin was not grown in the old world until the sixteenth century or later.” 

We might also add that even if there were smaller seeds in the Holy Land it would not mean our Lord did not know His agriculture. This is because there was a common proverbial statement about something being as small as a mustard seed (Matt. 17:20) and our Lord may have only been using this kind of proverbial expression or Jewish idiom when speaking. Proverbially, it is the smallest of seeds. We might say something is “as small as a flea.” Certainly there are other things smaller than fleas but we speak in this way to get a valid point across. In any event, we must understand what the Sower’s plan involved when speaking of a mustard seed and its plant. The Son’s purpose was to establish a people and witness in the world (“field”) that would be small but spiritually effective. The Christian community that remains true to His Word, and who are genuine followers of Christ (Luke 14:26-27), would be despised in the eyes of men and small in number in comparison to the rest of mankind. 

The Unabated Growth of Christianity

(“greatest among herbs”)

God’s people in their natural state of growth throughout the mystery period and New Testament Christianity were intended to experience a steady growth throughout the world. This growth is comparable to a mustard plant that grows larger than the other garden plants (“it is the greatest among herbs” – vs. 32). There is a certain glory and greatness seen in the growth of a mustard seed plant. This growth expression parallels to the phenomenal growth of God’s people and Christianity in the world. We know that our Lord began with twelve apostles. Later, there were as many as 500 believers (1 Cor. 15:6). Peter won 3,000 at Pentecost (Acts 2:41) and throughout the Book of Acts the number steadily increased (Acts 4:4; 5:14; 6:1, 7). The continual expansion of God’s people, which is reflected in the natural state of the mustard plant, would be a worldwide (Acts 1:8) and wonderful phenomenon. Nothing would stop the growth of Christianity. The blood of the martyrs is seed! 

The people of God and Christianity would become the largest and unabated spiritual movement that ever happened in the history of mankind. It would be like the mustard seed, which in its natural growth is the greatest among herbs. Certainly this statement of natural growth gave encouragement to His followers like Jesus’ statements in Mark 4:26-29 where positive growth and harvest were promised. Jesus promised there would be a harvest of people (salvation of souls) that would occur during the mystery period. The planting of the Lord’s people would be successful as they experience a steady and healthy growth, which is comparable to a mustard seed plant. However, as we are about to see, in proportion to the devil’s movement (the abnormal mustard tree of Christendom) God’s people would still be comparable to a garden shrub. Their existence would not exceed the natural and healthy growth of a garden plant. Although the mustard plant is “the greatest among herbs” (vs. 32) it never reaches the status of a tree. There is a certain glory and greatness in the growth of a mustard seed plant (Christianity) but nevertheless it is not comparable to the greatness in size of a tree (Christendom). This brings us to our next point.   

The Unnatural Growth of the Seed

(“and becometh a tree”)

Didn’t Jesus know his agriculture? Certainly a mustard seed cannot produce a tree. It can only produce a garden shrub. A garden plant cannot and would not be identified as a tree. Some suggest that Jesus was only using hyperbole or exaggeration when speaking about the size of the mustard plant. In other words, it became like a tree. But the text does not say this nor is this Jesus’ intention. My wife plants bulbs in the ground every spring that produce a plant called elephant ears. It produces big stems and large green leaves. The plant resembles the ears on an elephant. In a similar way a mustard seed normally reaches seven or eight feet in height in one short growing season. So when I think of the mustard plant I think of elephant ears. However, one thing is certain. My wife’s elephant ears and the mustard seed plant can never grow into an actual tree. This is because the mustard plant is an annual that dies every year. It is impossible for it to grow into a tree. If it would grow into a tree it would break natural laws. According to what Jesus says this mustard seed actually does produce a tree where the birds can roost. Therefore, this is something that is unnatural and abnormal. 

Herbs or smaller shrubs do not grow into gigantic trees. This is because herbs and trees are entirely different kinds (Gen. 1:11-12). That everything produces after its own kind is a fixed law of nature. Thus, the mustard seed that produced a giant tree was something foreign to what the Creator intended. This is something that could never take place without some mysterious working or freak of nature. Jesus used a small mustard seed that was designed to produce a humble shrub or plant to teach how it would violate a genetic code and produce something unnatural to its kind. The mustard seed in this parable refused to remain an herb. Instead, it became a tree. You say, “That’s impossible.” Yes, it is! But Jesus spoke of an impossible agricultural occurrence to get the attention of His disciples and our attention today. He points out a weird and perplexing growth that stimulates the disciples thinking concerning what is going to occur in the mystery period of time. John Phillips states: “For an herb to become a tree suggests a growth and development foreign to its nature.” And so it will be while the King is absent. Something unnatural, abnormal, and unhealthy is going to occur. There would be a weird and wicked work that would take place to corrupt the true work of God. 

Richard De Haan has also said:

“The parable speaks of unnatural or abnormal growth. A mustard seed was intended to produce an herb, its smallness signifying humility, but instead it developed into a monstrosity by becoming a tree, a symbol of pride and dominance.” 

There can be no doubt that this tree was not the intended growth of a mustard seed. Mustard seeds do not produce trees. Thus, according to our Lord an abnormal growth and freak of nature has occurred. 

Ray Stedman has correctly remarked:

“No, mustard is not a tree; it does not grow into a tree. Then why did Jesus say it did? Right there is the heart of the parable. Our Lord obviously intended to teach that this growth is unnatural growth. It is not normal, not what you would expect from mustard seed. It is something different than is to be expected. He is surely teaching that in this age there is to be an unnatural, unusual growth. Instead of the lowly, humble plant you would expect from a mustard seed there would be a huge, abnormal, ungainly growth into a tree.”  

I agree with this conclusion wholeheartedly because of the flow of the parables and the facts of nature. Jesus was using exaggeration to bring a point across to His disciples. The planting would result in an abnormal growth of a tree. What does the tree represent? A tree in Scripture stands for authority and power or a symbol of world dominion (Dan. 4:20-22; Ezek. 17:23; 31:1-8). Such is the case in this parable. The tree represents the abnormal growth of a powerful system that would possess great influence and authority throughout the world. It represents a religious worldwide organization of power and greatness whose ecclesiastical branches would stretch throughout the world. So what exactly is the abnormal growth that Jesus is portraying by the tree analogy? Following Christ’s teaching in the last parable, the tares among the wheat, we would have to conclude that it is the abnormal growth of the evil with the good, the unsaved with the saved. The tree represents the unnatural growth of the devil’s seed among God’s seed that would occur throughout the mystery period. This growth would eventually end up in a giant ecclesiastical and ecumenical organization called Christendom. Thus, Christ was certainly including and anticipating the end-time ecumenical church in this statement concerning the growth of the tree.  

The growth of the two seeds together would eventually create a tree called Christendom with all of its ecclesiastical branches of power and influence among the world. It would eventually become a tree that would have world influence and power. The tree stands for the unnatural, religious, and ecumenical growth of Christendom, which today has become a combination of all faiths and religions linked together. It would be a system of religiosity that possesses great authority and influence in the world much like a spiraling tree towering above the landscape. Christendom combines the true among the false but emphasizes the unnatural growth of a system that is characteristically anti-god and against truth. The primary emphasis of Christendom is the evil character and apostasy of the system. The true Church is part of Christendom but Jesus sees the system corrupted and unnatural due to the influence of the evil and wicked. The tree would then picture the syncretism of false religion. It portrays the uniting together of religion to form a cohesive bond that is against fundamental truth. We might call it the ecumenical tree since in the end time of the mystery period all kinds of religions and faiths would link together. There would be a great ecumenical mixing that would take place which according to Jesus was unnatural and unhealthy. One thing is for sure. This is unnatural growth and only this interpenetration fits into the context of the parables. More on this in a moment. 

Some conservative scholars have tried to argue that the tree represents the natural and prosperous growth of God’s children among the world in the present expansion of the kingdom. They go back to Daniel 4:10-22, which speaks of a tree representing Nebuchadnezzar’s prosperous kingdom, and the tree that represents the prosperity of the Assyrian dynasty or kingdom in Ezekiel 31:1-8. The problem with equating this parable with the same trees in Daniel or Ezekiel, with their corresponding birds, can be easily stated. Context, context, context! Many expositors are simply unwilling to compare this parable with the preceding principles already laid down by Christ in the first two parables. The flow of the first two parables spoke of devilish corruption and the birds clearly represented Satan’s work (vs. 19) – not a sign of blessing or prosperity. How expositors can conclude that the tree and birds represent prosperity and blessing defies the clear teaching of the contextual evidence.  

Stanley Toussaint says, 

“The parable of the grain describes the prosperous growth in number of the heirs of the kingdom in the sight of men.” 

Nelson’s New Illustrated Bible Commentary states: “The parable of the mustard seed affirms that during that time period, the number of people who will inherit the kingdom will be very small at first. But though it begins like the smallest of seeds, the nucleus will enjoy growth completely out of proportion to its initial size.” 

Carson says,

“There is a basic connection between the small beginnings taking place under his ministry and the kingdom in its future glory.” 

John MacArthur states: 

“The kingdom of heaven would grow from tiny beginnings to a great tree and would ultimately provide shelter, protection, and benefit to the entire world … When Christians live in obedience to the Lord, they are a blessing to those around them. Individual believers become the source of benediction to nations … The kingdom of heaven, though now very small and seemingly insignificant, would one day grow into a large body of believers … The mustard seed represent the kingdom of heaven, which in the present age corresponds to the church … Jesus’ point is that, in spite of great opposition, represented by the three bad souls and tares, His kingdom will start small and spread in power and influence to become victorious.” Thus, the worldwide success of the Gospel is seen in this parable, which causes many to be saved. 

These conclusions by conservative scholars seem to miss the entire flow and context of the previous two parables, which taught the decline in the ministry and outreach of the Gospel in the hearts of lost humanity. Consistency and continuity would lead us to the conclusion that this is not the good growth of God’s seed. Rather, it’s an unusual and unnatural growth. It is a growth that is foreseen and foretold by the Lord but never planned and sanctioned by the Lord. The Lord’s planting was that of a mustard seed, which would normally produce a garden shrub, or a company of people that would be smaller in size and of humble origin. God’s true people were never destined to become the kind of tree described in this parable. The tree in this parable was the result of satanic growth. The expression “and becometh a tree” speaks of abnormal growth caused by the work of the devil. I must ask those who give the parable a positive interpretation, “What would be the mystery concerning the kingdom if all that the parable taught was the expansion of the kingdom through the Church right into the millennial reign?” The kingdom as prophesied in the Old Testament clearly taught the expansion of God’s kingdom throughout the world someday (Psalm 72:8 - “He shall have dominion also from sea to sea, and from the river unto the ends of the earth”). This would not be a secret truth to present in the parables. The mystery or secret happening about the kingdom is not its expansion before it arrives on earth but the actual deflation of God’s work or program through the intervening work of Satan. 

On the other end of the spectrum, many liberal scholars throughout the years have wrongly taught that this parable tells how the Church will bring in the kingdom (postmillennialism). It has been interpreted that this is the tree of Christianity, which will keep growing until the entire world is Christianized. After the tree is fully-grown the King will then return. They make the popular claim that this is the Christian tree of the Church where lost sinners can come and find refuge, become converted to Christianity, and eventually become part of the ever growing Christian tree of world dominion. Many today have misjudged the whole movement of history because of a mistaken use of symbols in these parables. The claim is made that the tree refers to Christianity, which grows to mammoth proportions, and suggests that someday Christianity will overtake the world. In the next parable the leaven is interpreted as the Gospel, which will eventually transform the earth, and bring in a universal Christian society. The two parables are seen as a promise of universal conversion or a social transformation of society that will usher in the kingdom. How untrue and misleading since Scripture warns us how deception and delusion will “wax worse and worse” (2 Tim. 3:13). To think the world will be transformed is nothing less than a fanciful dream! As one old evangelist used to say, “Rubbish!” 

Today “dominion theology” is being taught which suggests that the Church can become a worldwide force among humanity and bring in the kingdom. Let me say something that might not sit well with some people. Men have wasted their lives trying to accomplish what they call “bringing in the kingdom.” The tree does not represent the Church bringing in the kingdom. Do you know why? Men can’t bring in the kingdom. Only the King can bring in the kingdom. Daniel 7:27 says, “And the kingdom and dominion, and the greatness of the kingdom under the whole heaven, shall be given to the people of the saints of the most High, whose kingdom is an everlasting kingdom, and all dominions shall serve and obey him.” Please note that the kingdom will be “given” to the saints only when the King returns. It will not brought in by the saints but given to them when the King returns. As we have seen in the last parable the King is going to come and judge this old world and gather the tares and chaff into the fire before the earthly kingdom can be established. To think that Jesus was teaching the expansion and dominion of Christianity in the world before the kingdom can be established is diametrically opposed to what He had just said in the previous parable concerning world judgment prior to the kingdom. It also goes against what Jesus said in Luke 18:8, “I tell you that he will avenge them speedily. Nevertheless when the Son of man cometh, shall he find faith on the earth?”  

Our point is this. A mustard plant is not a tree that would represent world dominion and power. It is something of humble origin and not universal recognition and dominion. We might conclude that the mustard seed planting would normally produce a shrub. This planting was the Lord’s intention for His people and eventually the Church. He wanted His people to have normal growth in the world. However, we are taken by the next words that say, “and becometh a tree...” This is an unnatural happening. The growth into a tree is the work of another agent (Satan) who has sought to produce an abnormal growth called Christendom (a corrupted Church). This is not the Lord’s tree but Satan’s tree. Satan’s tree mixes his people with the Lord’s people, as seen in the second parable, in order to produce an ecumenical tree of religious mixture. This tree was actually Satan’s work – not the Lord’s work. Satan encourages this false growth! Satan is behind the unnatural growth of this tree. 

The tree then speaks of Christendom, which is an amalgamation of the true and false together, forming a giant religious monstrosity of corruption and abnormal growth. Christianity with its natural growth in the world is seen in the imagery of the mustard plant (“when it is grown is the greatest among the herbs”) whereas Christendom (true and false together) is seen in the picture of the tree (“and becometh a tree”). Whoever heard of a mustard plant turning into a tree! Whoever heard of a mustard tree! Jesus’ point is that something would go wrong in the normal growth process causing an abnormal agricultural occurrence. A mustard plant would become a tree. Something that was to be of humble origins would grow into a large tree of unnatural sensational expansion. The true church is a living organism but this tree represents the organization of ecclesiastical religion that is apart from God. The tree tells the never-ending story of how the church was corrupted from her simplicity in Christ (2 Cor. 11:2-3).    

This tree is not the tree of Christianity. It is actually the unnatural and perverted growth that would result in the tree of Christendom, which includes a vast system of apostate organized religion that is against the truth. In our Lord’s day it would include the Pharisees and others who opposed the Lord’s ministry. In the fourth century Constantine ordered that the state should be wedded with so-called Christianity. A large professing number of believers were organized into an imposing secular power. With this maneuver the religious tree continued to expand and grow. It spread its branches claiming power to rule over kings, emperors, and rulers by dictating terms to them. Dr. Campbell Morgan commented on the secularization of Christianity in Constantine’s day by saying: “That was the darkest day that dawned in all history of the Church.” Today this ecumenical tree includes the three main religious branches of liberal Protestantism, Roman Catholicism, and Greek Orthodoxy. This religious tree of Satan is filled with false teachers in every denomination (1 Tim. 4:1-3; 2 Tim. 3:1-5, 13). It has today grown into the great ecumenical monstrosity that brings together all denominations, faiths, and religions. The expanding tree of Christendom is seen through the ecumenical practices of our day. The glory of this tree with its ecclesiastical branches is seen in the massive attempts to unite all organized religion together. These practices are building and leading up to the one-world apostate church that will merge on the scene after the true Church is raptured. She is seen as the great harlot of Revelation chapter 17:1-5. This religious system represents the final form of organized religion. It is the final form of the tree that Jesus spoke about in Matthew 13:32. Please note that the book of Revelation depicts this woman as becoming the habitation of every unclean and hateful bird (Rev. 18:2). The birds are also connected with the tree in Matthew 13 and we know there they are representative of satanic and demonic activity. 

So we can conclude that the mustard seed, which abnormally grows into a giant tree, tells the story of how Satan would eventually corrupt Christ’s small but useful Church (the mustard plant). This would be accomplished by building his own religious system that would eventually develop into a giant religious monstrosity (the mustard tree). This is the ecumenical tree of Christendom, which today contains both God’s children and the devil’s children. However, the real emphasis is on the apostate nature of Christendom in the end times, which has caused the plant to grow into a complex tree of many organized ecclesiastical branches. It is the apostate segment among God’s true people that has created this unholy alliance called Christendom. 

Ecclesiastical Christendom with its apostate religious phi-sad is not Christianity; it is an imitation of Christianity. It is a false greatness of ecumenicity, numbers, influence, and wealth which is represented by this tree. Someone was visiting the Vatican and was told by one of the guides, “St. Peter can no longer say, ‘Silver and gold have I none.’” As the age in which we live draws to a close many will be drawn to the great ecumenical tree. God tells His true people to separate from those who are corrupt in doctrine and have no fellowship with them (2 Cor. 6:14-18; 2 Tim. 3:5). Today the umbrella of Christendom covers such Christ-denying systems as Unitarianism, Christian Science, Mormonism, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and the Unification Church (moonies). The Church may be included in the abnormal growth of Christendom foreseen and foretold by the Lord. Nevertheless, we do not have to sanction it or become identified with it in these last days. Let us steer clear from any direct participation, association, or resemblance that we are harboring the enemy and agreeing with their cause (Rom. 16:17). Let us not promote the false religious tree of the end times in any way by gathering into the halls of apostate Christendom and embracing the devil’s ecumenical folly. 

The Undeniable Plan of Satan

(“the birds of the air”)

The growth of the seed into a tree is only one part of the story. We must also account for the birds in the branches. In the Parable of the Sower and Soils, the birds stood for Satan, who snatches the seed away from the hearts of people (Mark 4:15; Matt. 13:19; Luke 8:12). If we are to be consistent in our interpretation, we must take this into consideration, for both parables were taught on the same day. The growth of the kingdom will not result in the conversion of the world. In fact, most of the growth will give opportunity for Satan to get in and go to work! The work of the fowls in these parables is the work of Satan. In this parable series, birds are agents of evil (13:4, 19), as they are frequently in Scripture (Jer. 5:26, 27; Rev 18:2). The birds do not typify young converts flocking to the church. Rather, they are previously interpreted as the presence and plots of the prince of darkness. 
Many interpreters suggest that the presence of the birds is not an indication of evil but simply an expression of prosperity and the bounty of God’s people. As already stated, they base this conclusion by looking at the representative trees of the Babylonian kingdom (Daniel 4:10-12) and the kingdom of Assyria (Ezekiel 31:3-6) where birds are used to depict the growth of these world kingdoms and those who receive benefit from these world powers. In these contexts birds are not seen to be an evil force. Because of this some writers have concluded that the birds in the third parable must be signs of blessing or prosperity. 

MacArthur says, 

“Some interpreters have held that the birds of the air represent demons or other evil forces, as they do in the parable of the sower (Matt. 13:19). But there is no reason to expect a given figure to always represent the same thing, and the idea of evil is alien to the context of this parable.” Later He says, “The figure of birds making nests normally calls to mind that which is positive and helpful. Nesting carries the idea of protection, safety, refuge, and sanctuary, which the mother bird provides for her young. …  When Christians live in obedience to the Lord, they are a blessing to those around them. Individual believers become the source of benediction to nations.” 
Talk about moving out of the context! MacArthur surely did it. I must say that this conclusion ignores the context of Matthew 13 completely. Up to this point Jesus has been speaking about evil and corruption, and in another parable spoken on the same day, He identified the birds as representing Satan (Mark 4:15). Why would MacArthur or any other honest exegete of Scripture change the symbol of the birds, which Jesus had just previously interpreted, as picturing Satan? His conclusion lacks contextual evidence. The birds are a picture of Satan who is attempting to counter the work of God. The devil is involved in building this ecumenical tree of false religion. Jesus wanted His people to remain a garden plant but Satan wanted to interfere with God’s work and create a tree of ecumenical mixture. It is in this tree where Satan is roosting today. The devil is the bird in this tree. No doubt he is working in connection with his other demonic agents and even his own preachers who are antichrists (1 John 2:18) and enemies of the cross of Christ (Phil. 3:18). All have their backing by Satan and all are roosting in the ecumenical tree pushing Satan’s end-time plan of mixture and doctrinal confusion. Satan has an undeniable plan. No one can deny that the devil is behind the unnatural growth of this ecumenical tree called Christendom. God is supposed to be the driving force behind the actions and activities of the ecumenical religious movement. But we know this is not the case. It’s Satan who is roosting in the branches of the ecumenicalism today as he seeks to promote and push his program of apostasy among the churches. 

Paul Van Gorder has correctly stated:

“The magnificent, grandiose tree of Christendom becomes the resting place for the birds of the air, the very emissaries of Satan.” 

J. Vernon McGee also comes to this conclusion: 

“The birds of the air come and lodge in the branches thereof.” Years ago I heard another liberal preacher interpret the birds as being different denominations. He spoke of the Baptist birds, the Presbyterian birds, the Methodist birds, and all other church groups as being birds. That, of course, is a contradiction of our Lord’s own interpretation of the birds in the first parable. We can be sure that the birds in the parables of this discourse do not speak of anything good, but rather they represent evil. The birds are the ones that took the seed which fell by the wayside. Our Lord said that they represent the enemy who is Satan. I am afraid that Christendom today is a mustard tree filled with a lot of dirty birds!”

Satan began the mixing process even in our Lord’s day and he continues to mix the true with the false today within this mammoth movement of Christendom. If we interpret the parable correctly we must remember that the true corporate Church is included in this tree of unhealthy mixture. This is not by the Lord’s choice. The work of Satan has caused it to be so by his mixing methods. Nevertheless the real story behind Christendom and the ecumenical tree in our day is how Satan is pushing his own agenda by forming a church that is corrupt. It is the apostate segment among God’s true people that has created this unholy alliance called Christendom. Satan with his workers is roosting in the ecumenical tree and there are many birds today that stand in the pulpits across America who are energized by Satan. The ecclesiastical birds of Christendom are roosting in all of the branches of liberal Protestantism and denominationalism. In fact, any old bird can join the church today! We find the birds in the cults with weird, Bible-distorting, and Christ-rejecting doctrines. But the real bird behind it all is Satan. 

The great ecumenical rallies of our day house all kinds of birds and they are not beautiful bluebirds, robins, and other songbirds, which make their nests in this tree. They are the vultures and buzzards or birds of prey that make their home in the apostate churches across America. They are the unclean and hateful birds. They are the dirty birds of denominational corruption and liberal Protestantism who have embraced German rationalism and higher critical theories and socialistic philosophies. They are the dirty birds of Roman Catholicism and other apostate denominations and religions. The church for the most part has gone to the birds! It is strictly for the birds! The buzzards of the organized church are roosting in the complex and ecclesiastical branches of Christendom. One Catholic said when a terrorist tried to assassinate the pope that “It’s like trying to shoot God.” No! A thousand times no! The pope is but one of the birds flocking into the Christendom tree of the end times. 

So here the Lord forewarned the disciples that during His absence, and prior to the kingdom’s arrival, that there would be a phenomenal growth of people who claim to be connected to Him and His work. But the disciples should not be deceived nor equate this unnatural growth with success. It would be unhealthy growth. Though the tiny seed would become an abnormal tree, its largeness would “become the habitation of devils, and the hold of every foul spirit, and a cage of every unclean and hateful bird” (Rev. 18:2). Again, as with the tares, Satan is at work creating confusion as he clutters the branches of the tree of Christendom. 
We were taking a trip to Pensacola Florida and stopped to sleep in Alabama. It was a warm November night and when I went outside in the evening I could hear a large number of birds in a tree. They were fluttering and chirping away as they planned to roost in the tree for he evening. So it is with Satan. The dirty bird with his emissaries is roosting in the giant ecumenical tree that houses false religion and apostasy. Satan is behind it all. We are not pressing the symbol of the tree too far to see this as a prediction of the end-time apostasy that would ultimately take place in the church. 

1Timothy 4:1 

“Now the Spirit speaketh expressly, that in the latter times some shall depart from the faith, giving heed to seducing spirits, and doctrines of devils.”  

The devil, that old bird, has planned to promote his doctrines of demons in the latter times by way of the seducing spirits which are behind the messages of false teachers. Demons with their false doctrines and teachers have silently flown into the church and they presently roosting comfortably in their new nests. Apostasy is very real today and it is in full bloom in the ecumenical tree of Christendom. The devil’s tree is full of birds of a different feather. They are his agents doing his bidding. 

Herbert Lockyer has said:

“Christendom is so top-heavy because too many fowls of the air lodge in the branches of its tree” 

How wonderful to realize that Jesus clearly foresaw all that was going to happen. Nothing surprises the Son of God. He precisely unfolds to us what would take place so that we do not have to remain in the dark concerning what is going to take place. A mustard seed would grow into a mustard tree. How unnatural and abnormal it would be. But our Lord warned us that it would take place and today before our very eyes we see the ecumenical tree continually growing. One of these days the Lord is going to say to this giant tree, “Be thou rooted up and burned in the fire.” 

Revelation 17:16 records the doom of the tree: 

“And the ten horns which thou sawest upon the beast, these shall hate the whore, and shall make her desolate and naked, and shall eat her flesh, and burn her with fire.” 

The devil’s tree will be burned in the end. The doom of this tree is predicted to take place before the Lord returns to earth. The final phase of organized ecumenical religion will be destroyed to give way to Antichrist worship.       

Gaebelein remarks:

“”What a fall it will be when at last that tree, the monstrous tree, falls and is destroyed forever root and all!”  

In the meantime God’s children are to avoid promoting and participating in the ecumenical rallies of our day (2 John 9-11). They are to steer clear from the ecumenism of the last days. Why? It’s because we are not to roost with the birds! We should not promote the growth of this tree. When we merge together with denominations that are corrupt in practice and when we attend churches that promote ecumenicalism we are in some measure promoting the growth of the tree. We are participating and associating with the devil’s tree. Let us take our stand today. Let us hold fast until Jesus returns (Rev. 3:11). The local church is not to place itself in a working relationship with unbelievers or unbelieving systems while attempting to do God’s work (2 Cor. 6:14-17). God has drawn a line that cannot be blurred! There must never be a cooperative effort between believers and unbelievers in the Lord’s work. We are told to not fellowship with the birds or demons of the last days as they promote their doctrinal fallacies through apostasy (1 Cor. 10:20 - “and I would not that ye should have fellowship with devils”).

Let us search our hearts and lives today and make sure that we are not roosting with the birds and promoting the devil’s tree of ecumenicalism. Are we part of some religious movement that brings together those denominations that are corrupt and part of the devil’s ecumenical tree? Are we participating with those churches and places that are involved with ecumenical practices or at least promoting ecumenical practices with liberal denominations? Do you want to be part of those movements and churches that are helping the tree to grow? Are you singing in the choir loft with the birds and fellowshipping religiously with birds of a different feather? Let us remember that Biblical separation primarily deals with those places of religious apostasy and movements of pagan rebellion that can be easily avoided if the saint chooses to apply separation to his or her life. Are we willing to separate from the growing tree? It is the decision to live holy as unto the Lord. 1 Peter 1:15-16 says, “But as he which hath called you is holy (calling of God), so be ye holy in all manner of conversation (command of God); Because it is written, Be ye holy; for I am holy (character of God).” 

The Unified Mystery of the Parable

This parable mystery or sacred secret about the kingdom (Matt. 13:11) creates a unified message with the previous parable (Parable of the Tares) and the next parable (Parable of Leaven). It’s a message that Satan will be at work to thwart the program and movement of God on planet earth. In the Parable of the Mustard Seed we discover that Satan is up to something throughout the mystery period of time between Israel’s rejection of the Messiah and His return to earth. Satan will spawn his own religious movement of humanity that will grow in great proportions. This is comparable to the unnatural growth of a mustard plant into a tree. The devil’s work is to create an unnatural and perverted growth of professing followers of Jesus Christ (Matt. 7:21-22). It is the apostate segment among God’s true people that has created an unholy alliance called Christendom throughout the mystery period with the real emphasis of Christendom portraying the unnatural growth of apostasy within the ranks of God’s true followers (1 John 2:19). The fact that Satan is at work is the unified mystery of the parables of the tares, mustard seed, and leaven.   

The Parable of the Leaven

(Matt. 13:33)

“Another parable spake he unto them; The kingdom of heaven is like unto leaven, which a woman took, and hid in three measures of meal, till the whole was leavened.” 

This is undoubtedly the most misinterpreted parable in the entire Bible. The unscriptural use of the symbols in this parable has led to a completely opposite interpretation than what our Lord intended to give. 

Leman Strauss has stated:

“It is possible that more controversy has revolved around the explanation of this verse than around any other single verse in the Bible.” 

The Popular Interpretation of the Parable

The meaning of this parable has been grossly distorted from the original understanding that our Lord attached to it. Most interpreters when explaining this parable throw all principles of Bible interpretation to the winds by refusing to see how these symbols are used elsewhere in the Bible. The usual interpretation is that the leaven is symbol of good and represents the Gospel whereas the woman is the Church. The Church is to take the Gospel and put it into the world of lost humanity, which is represented by the three measures of meal. The Gospel will then quietly but surely do its work like leaven, like yeast in bread, until all of humanity is reached by the Gospel and the whole world is changed. Then, finally, the kingdom will come to planet earth. Although this has been the liberal postmillennial interpretation of this parable it is absolutely wrong! To think that the Gospel will advance secretly, penetrating the world like yeast in bread, and gradually save and transform society is a fanciful dream. I reject this interpretation because it has no present-day reality attached to it but more than this the Word of God cannot substantiate the interpretation. 

2 Timothy 3:1-5 

“This know also, that in the last days perilous times shall come. For men shall be lovers of their own selves, covetous, boasters, proud, blasphemers, disobedient to parents, unthankful, unholy, Without natural affection, trucebreakers, false accusers, incontinent, fierce, despisers of those that are good, Traitors, heady, highminded, lovers of pleasures more than lovers of God; Having a form of godliness, but denying the power thereof: from such turn away.”  

2 Timothy 3:13 

“But evil men and seducers shall wax worse and worse, deceiving, and being deceived.” 

Matthew 24:6 also states: 

“And ye shall hear of wars and rumours of wars: see that ye be not troubled: for all these things must come to pass, but the end is not yet.” 

The whole tenor of Bible prophecy teaches that the world will be in a state of armed rebellion against Christ at the end, a rebellion led and motivated by a Satanic trinity (Revelation 16:13-14; Psalm 2). The dream of worldwide acceptance of the Gospel message and the transformation of society is absurd.   

The twentieth century began with tremendous optimism. The thinking was that Christian teaching had so permeated life that we no longer would have strife between capital and labor. There would no longer be any poverty or violence among mankind and war had now been brought to an end. This interpretation of the parable (Matt. 13:33) was widely proclaimed, as being proof of coming world kingdom and the hopeful hour of complete social transformation. If I were convinced that this is the true meaning of this parable, then I would be tempted to throw away my Bible and give up the ministry. I would probably be the most discouraged and disappointed man alive on earth. 

The dream of a converted society is ludicrous. Never in all of history has there been more crime, more violence, more injustice, more wretchedness, and more evil among mankind than there is in our day. Our Lord did not interpret the meaning of this parable to His disciples because he evidently expected them to know what the meaning was. We will prove that this was the case when investing the meaning of the symbols presented in the parable. Every Jew knew what Jesus was speaking about then using the symbols of leaven, a woman, and meal. Tragically not many interpreters of the Scripture know what our Lord meant by this parable. 

The postmillennial theory basically states that the church is going to permeate society to such an extent that the entire world will be Christianized. Christ’s kingdom will gradually advance until it reaches worldwide dimensions. Then, after the kingdom is already established, Jesus will be ready to return in His Second Coming. Thus, postmillennialism teaches that Jesus actually returns to earth after the millennium is already established through the Church. This theory holds that the millennium will gradually emerge through the transformation of society. However, after two world wars and the increasing terrorist threats and war conflicts in the Middle East, along with the demoralization of society (child pornography, drugs, crime, murder, sex crimes), many have debunked this theory and gone to amillennialism (no millennium). History itself disproves the theory that leaven is a symbol of the Gospel transforming society. This cannot be what the parable is teaching. 

The Bible actually teaches that the Millennial Kingdom will be ushered in by the cataclysmic judgments described in Revelation 6-19. This will take place when the King returns riding on a white charger (Rev. 19:11-21). Read it for yourself. The kingdom will not come to earth gradually through the preaching of the Gospel but by the sudden appearance of the King of Kings and the Lord of Lords! 

The Primary Point of the Parables

When understanding the parable of the leaven us we must first of all establish the primary point of the previous parables. The first three parables foretold the trend of the age between Christ’s absence and His return as a time of satanic manipulation and corruption. Therefore, the teaching must be consistent with the previous parables. If the leaven is a picture of the Gospel healing the entire world of society then why is there only a twenty five percent response in the first parable to the Gospel message? How can the whole society of the world be leavened for good when the tares (devil’s children) remain to the end of the age to experience God’s judgment? How can the whole world become leavened for good as long as the fowls (Satan and his emissaries) are found lodging in the ecumenical tree of Christendom? As long as there are buzzards in the branches of the organized church, then the world can never be saved and totally transformed.    

If leaven is the Gospel permeating the entire world and Christianizing society, then it has not succeeded. It has been almost 2,000 years since our Lord spoke this parable. Surely if leaven is a picture of the Gospel saving and transforming society, then we should just about have the world converted. There should be a lot of evidence all around us. But the news reports and world events have a different commentary on the world. It is not getting better. It is getting worse. The world is more unstable and ungodly than it ever was before in the history of the human race. Jesus never said that the Gospel of leaven would permeate the world and save all of mankind. This is universalism, which is an anti-biblical teaching. If the whole world is going to be saved then Jesus lied when he gave this parable and when He spoke of great throngs dying and going to hell. 

Matthew 7:13-14 

“Enter ye in at the strait gate: for wide is the gate, and broad is the way, that leadeth to destruction, and many there be which go in thereat: Because strait is the gate, and narrow is the way, which leadeth unto life, and few there be that find it.”

We must understand that it was not the intention of our Lord in these parables to teach the triumph of the Gospel in this age. Rather, Jesus was teaching about the workings of Satan in his opposition to the Gospel. The first four parables actually reveal the work of Satan. He steals the seed from the hearts of people and brings confusion to their minds concerning salvation (Matt. 13:19-23). He seeks to hinder God’s work through corruption by sowing tares among God’s true people (Matt. 13:24-30). He promotes false growth in the mustard seed parable (Matt. 13:31-32) and now in the parable of the leaven we are going to witness how Satan distorts truth (Matt. 13:33). It can also be said that parables two through four reveal how Satan is primarily an imitator: He plants false Christians (parables of the soils and the tares), he encourages a false growth (parable of the mustard seed), and he introduces false doctrine (parable of the leaven). In the parable of the leaven we see the climax of the efforts of Satan to subvert and destroy what God is doing. 

T. Ernest Wilson has this to say about the main point of the parables:

“To summarize: These first four parables of the kingdom of heaven in Matthew 13 teach us that the message of the kingdom is being opposed by four devil-inspired movements: satanic opposition, sinister imitation, sensational expansion, and subtle infiltration.”

Stanley Toussaint has wisely observed:

“The parable of the mustard seed indicated what the program of the kingdom would appear to be in the eyes of men; the parable of the leaven gives God’s view of it.” 

It’s interesting to read how familiar present-day conservative scholars also embrace the teaching that leaven is something that can be positive and that the disciples would understand the term leaven to mean prosperity and the power or penetration of the Gospel among humanity. However, it must be said that the majority of the conservative scholars do not teach postmillennialism of that everybody in the entire world is going to be saved. They merely teach that the Gospel will penetrate society and allow God’s kingdom to expand in the world. John MacArthur writes: 

“But Jesus’ purpose in these two parables (parables of the mustard seed and leaven), as in many others teachings, was to assure the apostles, the early church, and every believer in every age that ultimately His kingdom not only would not fail but would prosper and grow. Christianity will win, evil will be destroyed, and Jesus will reign. Christ Himself is building His church, and the very “﻿gates of Hades [death itself] shall not overpower it﻿” (﻿Matt. 16:18﻿).” 

This is certainly a fanciful but erroneous conclusion that ignores the Biblical teaching about leaven. Furthermore, where is the mystery about the kingdom in view of MacArthur’s conclusion? The Old Testament has already given an abundance of teaching on the worldwide dominance of the kingdom (Dan. 2:35; 7:23). There is no mystery attached to the worldwide spread and dominance of the kingdom. 

Let me conclude this second section by saying that if the leaven represents something that is good, then why hide it? The fact that a sneaky housewife is hiding the leaven in the meal would suggest that there is something evil taking place. She is trying to hide or cover up something with her actions. She has a sneaky motive and is trying to get away with something she knows is wrong. This fits well with the previous parables where secrecy indicates how something evil and sinister was occurring (“But while men slept, his enemy came and sowed tares among the wheat” – vs. 25). In addition, the devil was responsible for catching “away that which was sown in his heart” (vs. 19) by acting as an evil and sinister agent working in the hearts of the unsaved. Then too, the abnormal growth of a mustard seed into a tree would also suggest something that was unplanned, manipulative, and a distortion to God’s original design (vs. 31-32). Secrecy and evil are the primary thrust of the first three and now the fourth parable. This primary point of corruption can once again be seen in the parable of the leaven when considering the Biblical history and teaching on leaven. 

The Patterned Legacy of Leaven

The legacy and typology of leaven consistently stands for something that is evil. Not only the immediate contextual flow of the parables but also the entire testimony of the Scriptures will give us the proper interpretation of the leaven. If we would not stray from the context of evil, which is being portrayed in these parables, and the greater context of the Scriptures, then we would never conclude that the leaven refers to something that is good or something that speaks of positive permeation and growth. 

It can be concluded that evil permeation and growth are the main thrust in every instance where leaven appears in the Scripture. Wherever leaven appears the evil is associated with its meaning. Leaven has a consistent sinister and evil connotation attached to it throughout the Bible. Never once is it used as a symbol of anything good. Leaven itself is not inherently evil. There are no prohibitions given in the present dispensational order that forbid God’s people from eating leaven (1 Tim. 4:4). But God has chosen to give leaven an evil connotation to teach spiritual truths to both past and future generations that read the Bible. The typical teaching on leaven is designed to illustrate the principle of evil corruption. 

Lot and Leaven

The first reference to leaven in the Old Testament is in Genesis 19. When God’s angelic messengers visited Lot in Sodom we are told that “he made them a feast, and did back unleavened bread, and they did eat” (vs. 3). The leaven was omitted from the bread. We can be sure that leaven was commonly used in the wicked city of Sodom and that the Mosaic regulations had not yet been instituted. But God must in some way, perhaps through the angelic visitors, conveyed to Lot that no leaven was to be used in the bread. Leaven was not appropriate food for angels. Food for angels must not have anything that would typify evil. 

Israel’s Redemption and Leaven

The next mention of leaven is in connection with Israel’s redemption and flight from Egypt. The Passover Lamb was to be slain and its blood applied to the two sideposts and the upper doorposts of the houses. Then on the night before their departure from the land of bondage (Egypt), the Israelites were to “eat flesh … roast with fire and unleavened bread” (Ex. 12:8). In the years to come Israel was to celebrate their deliverance with an annual memorial feast, a celebration which was to last seven days. During the entire week of Passover leaven was to be removed from every Jewish home to commemorate their hasty deliverance from Egypt (Ex. 12:15-19; 33, 34, 39; 13:7) and to teach them the spiritual lesson that God always wants sin to be put away from His children’s lives. He wants His people to live separate from sin (Egypt). The Israelites were told to leave all yeast behind to indicate a complete break with their previous servitude and were to enter into an entirely new way of life. In modern terms, we are to leave sin behind and burn our bridges behind us! Such was the case with the Jews leaving Egypt. The practice of putting away leaven was to be a reminder of God’s great concern for purity of life. During the feast the house was instructed to eat only unleavened bread (Ex. 12:15, 17-20). If leaven is a type of that which is good then why would God instruct His people to remove if from their households? By the way, what kind of leaven must you remove from your home? Are there some things in your home that you need to get rid? Maybe you need to do a good spiritual housecleaning. We are to be God’s holy people today. 

It’s interesting that the origin of leaven, as a symbol of corruption or evil, is traced back to both Sodom and Egypt. These two locations were known for evil and their opposition to Jehovah and His people. It’s no accident that both Sodom and Egypt are associated with leaven (a principle of evil) and therefore the need to eat unleavened bread in relationship to these wicked cities. 

Mosaic Law and Leaven

Leaven was also excluded from all blood offerings and sacrificial offerings made by fire. God said, “Thou shalt not offer the blood of my sacrifice with leaven” (Ex. 23:18; 34:25). Instructions were given concerning the meal offering that was to be offered with blood sacrifices. It was not to be baked with leaven nor eaten with leaven (Lev. 2:11; 6:14-17; 10:12; 23:17-18). The reason for these explicit prohibitions was obvious. These offerings were a type of the perfect sacrifice of the sinless Son of God. “For even Christ our Passover is sacrificed for us” (1 Cor. 5:7). The presence of leaven of yeast (sour or fermented dough) started a process of fermentation resulting in spiritual corruption. Therefore it was forbidden to be used all offerings in which Christ was prefigured. Only unleavened cakes were permitted on the altar of Jehovah (Lev. 10:12). All typology related to Christ must be a picture of purity for Jesus was “holy, harmless, undefiled, separate from sinners” (Heb. 7:26).

The only loaves that contained leaven were the loaves used in connection with the Feast of Pentecost (Lev. 23:15-21). Pentecost foreshadowed in typology the commencement of the church. The two loaves would of course symbolize the Jews and Gentiles baptized together through the Spirit’s ministry (1 Cor. 12:13) into the Church (Acts 2). Since in the Levitical system leaven was a symbol of sin these loaves would suggest typologically that the principle of sin would still exist in God’s people. The leaven of the flesh is still present in every believer (Rom. 7:18). Whenever man enters into the picture leaven is still present with him. When bread typifies God’s people it is always leavened bread. This is true in the Pentecost offerings and the exception of the peace offering (Lev. 7:13) where leaven was present in the bread to indicate and typify sin in the offerer’s life. Dear friend, when I come to Christ for cleansing I come to Him as a sinner full of leaven. I’m all leavened up with sin and in need of Christ’s cleansing. Amos 4:5 was not a positive offering of leavened cakes but God was speaking in irony about their idolatrous worship. It was leaven. God was saying that their idolatrous and sinful worship should be offered “with leaven” because that is what their worship was – leaven! It can be proven that in every instance where leaven is used in the Mosaic Law offerings man is in the picture and is represented as a sinner. 

So from Lot’s day, to the days of Egypt and Sodom with Passover and the Feast of Unleavened bread, and finally to the days of the Mosaic Law, leaven was always a picture of sin or evil. Never once is it presented in the Old Testament as something that is positive or good. Thus, the Jews in Jesus day would immediately know that when Jesus spoke about leaven being secretly hid in three measures of meal by a sneaky woman that it represented something evil and ungodly. The Scriptural facts are undeniable. 

Amazingly MacArthur disagrees with these Scriptural conclusions and writes the opposite: “To the average person of Jesus’ day, Jew or Gentile, there is no evidence that leaven carried any connotation of evil or corruption.”
To come to this conclusion is to ignore everything that we have just studied about leaven in the Old Testament, which the Jews certainly knew about and believed. They understood about the consistent negative use of leaven in the Old Testament Scriptures and would immediately understand that this woman was doing an evil, sneaky thing when she hid the leaven in the meal. The legacy of leaven as a picture of evil and corruption carries through to the New Testament. 

The Leaven of the Pharisees (legalism) 

Luke 12:1-2 says:

“In the mean time, when there were gathered together an innumerable multitude of people, insomuch that they trode one upon another, he began to say unto his disciples first of all, Beware ye of the leaven of the Pharisees, which is hypocrisy. For there is nothing covered, that shall not be revealed; neither hid, that shall not be known.” 

Jesus identified the leaven of the Pharisees with hypocrisy. The hypocrite is an actor, a pretender. He looks and plays the part of another. His outward life appears to be righteous and holy but on the inside of his heart there is a cesspool of iniquity. This is why Jesus said “Nothing shall be covered, that shall not be revealed; neither hid, that shall not be known.” The Pharisees leaven of hypocrisy was to live an outward showy life of piety but neglect the inward heart. What appeared on the outside was not true on the inside. This is the height of hypocrisy! It is to live a double life. When a person takes on the appearance of godliness on the outside but freely and without restraint embraces sin in the secrecy of his heart then he becomes a hypocrite. He is acting out the part of godly living but denying the power to live godly (2 Tim. 3:5).  

The leaven of hypocrisy that was linked to the Pharisees is further identified and explained by our Lord in Matthew 16:6: “Then Jesus said unto them, Take heed and beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and of the Sadducees.” 

Matthew 16:12 

“Then understood they how that he bade them not beware of the leaven of bread, but of the doctrine of the Pharisees and of the Sadducees.” 

The doctrine or teaching of the Pharisees was external legalism. Legalism is actually man’s personal efforts to follow the Law, and meticulous manmade rules based on the Law, so that a man can gain acceptance before God. This is done by creating an outward form of holy living based upon outward compliance to laws. The Pharisees were legalists who taught that outward obedience to the Law and the traditions would please God, give a man acceptance before God, and usher in His kingdom for Israel. Legalism is basically the efforts of man attempting to live godly in order to give himself acceptance before God without the assistance of God’s grace, life, and power. 

Leaven is mentioned elsewhere as a form of doctrinal error that attempts to mix law and grace together causing total corruption of the way of salvation by grace. 

Galatians 5:7-9 

“Ye did run well; who did hinder you that ye should not obey the truth? This persuasion cometh not of him that calleth you. A little leaven leaveneth the whole lump.’

The “truth” has reference to the teaching of salvation by grace that was being corrupted by the legalists (Gal. 1:6-9). Grace truth was being jettisoned for the Galatian form of legalism (a mixture of law and grace to aid man in his salvation – Acts 15:1). In Galatians 5:7-9 Paul is comparing legalism to a leavening process. When man’s outward works or compliance to the Mosaic Law becomes any part of his salvation then the whole truth or teaching about grace becomes leavened or corrupted.  The leaven of legalism (law) permeates the teaching of grace and corrupts it. A little law corrupts the whole teaching of grace just as a little sour yeast permeates the entire unleavened lump of bread dough. Grace is unleavened and law is yeast. When the two are joined together then grace is corrupted. Grace loses its distinctive unleavened truth that man can only be saved by the free and unmerited favor of God (Rom. 11:6).   

The Pharisee form of legalism was not a mixture of grace and law but pure law. Jesus was very adamant that this legalism would not bring a person into the kingdom (Matt. 5:20). The Pharisees did not view grace as having any part in their acceptance before God. Their form of legalism (salvation before God) was totally based upon Mosaic observance and meticulous human traditions that emphasized outward compliance without any inward change of heart (reformation without regeneration). This type of legalism is running ramped today. Where I live people follow laws and traditions thinking that they will somehow give them acceptance before God at the end of their lives. Meticulous and ridiculous observances are made that are supposed to enable man to gain God’s favor and get to Heaven in the end. Ascetic legalism (Col. 2:20-23) which bars people from having certain luxuries and comforts in life is practiced by many people today. A strong emphasis is placed on ascetic living without any change of heart toward God. This was the case with the Pharisees. They practiced outward legalistic observances without regeneration. They believed that outward compliance was all that was necessary for God to accept them (“All that the LORD hath spoken we will do” – Ex. 19:8). 

On the surface the Pharisees impressed others with their outward phi-sad of legalistic goodness as they followed minute man-made regulations of the Law. They appeared to be righteous by creating many dogmatic hairsplitting laws that were not based on Scriptural principles but mere human opinion. They were rigid and strict in their unscriptural demands and added to Scripture by making the simple command of Exodus 20:9, “Six days shalt thou labour, and do all thy work,” into a towering and threatening edifice and complex system of ex-cathedra laws. To them picking corn for food on the Sabbath was considered work (Matt. 12:1-5). They reprimanded Christ for healing a man on the Sabbath (Matt. 12:10-14; Mk. 3:1-5; Luke 6:6-11). In Matthew 15:1-2 the legalists were concerned about washing themselves up to their elbows before eating and taking a ceremonial bath after entering the marketplace. In Luke 15:1-2 and 19:7 the legalistic rule forbid eating with sinners (see also Matt. 9:9-13 and 11:19). In Mark 11:15-18 we see how their temple rules were contrary to God’s holy plan for the temple. The Pharisees eventually built up so many laws that the people became burdened down by the intricate man-made rules and regulations. The Pharisees had the mistaken idea that they had some kind of monopoly on divine truth and wanted people to know they must come to God through them. 

Eventually the regulatory rules supposedly based on the Law became outlandishly stretched to the point where the Talmud forbid walking more than 2,000 cubits on the Sabbath except between one’s own personal possessions! The Babylonian Talmud is so comprehensive and detailed that an English edition of this work fills 36 volumes and almost 36,000 pages! The extremes to which the rabbis went bordered on the insane. Josephus records how it was forbidden to stuff a little piece of wax in the hole of a container to stop the liquid from running out since this was viewed as working on the Sabbath. Nor could a person wipe a wound on the Sabbath. A man could not move a sheaf in his field on the Sabbath but he could lay a spoon on the sheaf and in order to remove the spoon, he could also indirectly remove the sheaf on which the spoon lay. 

So the leaven of the Pharisees also dealt with the doctrine or teaching of the Pharisees (legalism – salvation by law) which actually fueled their hypocritical lifestyle. The teaching of legalism created an outward compliance to manmade laws without changing the heart. In short, legalism creates hypocrisy. The Pharisee’s leaven of hypocrisy or hypocritical living (Luke 12:1-2) was created by their legalistic doctrine (Matt. 16:12) that emphasized outward compliance to rules for salvation without the inward change of heart and life. Legalism means to follow rules and regulations as the means to holy living and acceptance before God. It places a meticulous and ridiculous emphasis on rules rather than on a changed heart and right relationship with God. The outward living of the Pharisees became filled with so many minute rules and regulations, which had moved so far away from the commands of God, that their rules were nothing more than rituals or ceremonies that had no Mosaic commands to back them up. The leaven of the Pharisees was then their ex-cathedra teachings of rules and regulations, which taught a man to live a rigid and strict life on the outside, but forget about his condition of one’s heart on the inside. The hearts of the Pharisees were full of the degrading and deadly leaven of sin. The Pharisees believed that God would be pleased with them and accept them if they maintained a correct appearance externally before the eyes of his fellowmen. Their inward heart might be filled with putrefying corruption of sin such as jealousy, envy, covetousness, lust, bitterness, and hatred. But if they maintained an outward appearance of goodness then God would be pleased with them. This kind of thinking and actions is hypocrisy. It’s leaven! 

When a person attempts to look good in church on Sunday and then goes out and lives like the world during the week it demonstrates that they are trying to mask themselves and cover up their true heart. In a church nominating committee meeting the pastor suggested a name for consideration, but one of the deacons said, "I wouldn't recommend him. He's a thermometer instead of a thermostat!  He lets his surroundings regulate him instead of being a positive influence for God.  He seems to be spiritual when he's around Christians, but when he's at work he joins in with the ungodly and makes no impact upon them."
Outward actions can merely become a mask or false disguise (Matt. 6:1-6, 16-18). The hypocrite appears clean on the outside but on the inside he if full of “dead men’s bones” (Matt. 23:37). The hypocrite is quick to detect the slightest defect in others while he is blind to his own weaknesses and faults (Matt. 7:5; Luke 6:42). The leaven of the Pharisees is nothing more than the outward show of goodness based on form and ceremonies while possessing an inward heart of corruption. The Pharisees were the legalists of Jesus’ own day because as a legalist they depended on the legality of Mosaic Law and their own rituals as the way to holy living and acceptance before God. They followed outward manmade teachings, supposedly based on the Law, and actually believed that this is all the mattered and what was needed for holy living and acceptance before God. They claimed to follow the Law, which was concealed in multitudes of manmade traditions, in order to convey a sense of spiritual maturity, pride, holy living, and professional elitism. At the same time, they had no inner desire to maintain true purity, walk in victory, and fellowship with God (Matt. 15:8).   

The Leaven of Sadducees (liberalism)

Matthew 16:6 

“Then Jesus said unto them, Take heed and beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and of the Sadducees.” 

When our Lord observed that the disciples did not understand what His statement conveyed (vs. 11) He clearly explains what the leaven of the Sadducees was all about.   

Matthew 16:12 

“Then understood they how that he bade them not beware of the leaven of bread, but of the doctrine of the Pharisees and of the Sadducees.” 

The disciples misunderstood Him; they thought He was talking about material bread. Often in the ministry of Jesus, people misconstrued His words by interpreting them literally rather than spiritually. Nicodemus thought that Jesus was talking about an actual physical birth (John 3:4). The Samaritan woman thought He was referring to material water from the well (John 4:11). The Jewish crowd in the synagogue thought Jesus was speaking about eating actual flesh and blood (John 6:52) when He was describing a spiritual experience (John 6:63). Many times Jesus would take the literal and turn it into a spiritual meaning. Such was the case with the leaven of bread. 

The leaven of the Sadducees was different than the leaven of the Pharisees. The Sadducees, unlike the Pharisees, were the liberals of Jesus’ day. The Pharisees were conservative in their doctrine but the Sadducees were very liberal in their teaching or doctrine. They were the agnostics, the humanists, and the theological liberals of their time. They denied the existence of angels and the supernatural. One of the key doctrines that they denied was the resurrection (Matt. 22:23; Acts 23:8). So the doctrine of the Pharisees was liberal or corrupt doctrine that was fueled by unbelief. The Pharisees had the tendency to add to Scripture while the Sadducees took away from Scripture. Let me say that the leaven or liberal doctrine of the Sadducees is in the church today. Men of the cloth are still denying the supernatural. They are still questioning the literal resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, the virgin birth of Christ, the supernatural regeneration of man, and other supernatural essentials such as the inerrancy of Scripture. So the leaven of the Sadducees was corrupt doctrine. Dr. J. J. Van Gorder told of a sign over a woodworkers bench which read: “All kinds of twisting and turning done here.” This would be a fitting sign to hang from some of the pulpits in America. 2 Peter 3:16 speaks of those who “are unlearned and unstable” and who “wrest (twist, torture), as they do also the other scriptures, unto their own destruction.” The leavened liberal doctrine of the Sadducees is still with us today. Corrupt doctrine fueled by unbelief would be the best way to describe the leaven of the Sadducees.      
Inscribed on the cornerstone of a large, fashionable church was the text: "But we preach Christ crucified."  As the years passed, vines grew up around it until all that was visible were the words, "But we preach."  Ironically, this was a sad commentary on the deteriorating ministry of that church, for the pastor spoke only of social issues and no longer mentioned the crucified, risen Savior. The sad story of liberalism and the words “the leaven of the Sadducees” can be written across the doors of many churches today.  

The Leaven of Herod (licentiousness)

Mark 8:15 

“And he charged them, saying, Take heed, beware of the leaven of the Pharisees, and of the leaven of Herod.”  

The leaven of Herod was another type or evil which our Lord addressed. It was the licentiousness of worldly living and secularism. Those who followed Herod were called Herodians who were in league with the Pharisees (Matt. 22:16; Mark 3:6; 12:13). The followers of Herod were clever politicians who were communally trying to win the favor of their king and leader. They were secular and worldly in their thinking and philosophy of living. The Herod of Christ’s day (Herod Antipas) was a licentious worldly man who induced the wife of his own brother to live with him in adultery. He was a worldly and wicked man who had John the Baptist’s head served up on a silver platter for reproving the king’s immorality. Jesus called Herod a fox (Luke 13:31-33). He was a cunning and conniving worldly man who lived for the things of this world. So the leaven of Herod portrays the worldly, secular, and licentious living in the world. The leaven of Herod is present in the church today. The leaven of sexual immorality has swept into the church at alarming rates through pornography and promiscuous sex. Many preachers no longer speak out against such sins and the church has become leavened. In fact, worldliness in all kinds of forms has crept into the church in the present hour. There is the leaven of carnal music that has swept the church with such a giant tidal wave that there is no turning back for many churches. 

We sometimes succumb to worldly materialism thinking that we need to keep up with the Joneses’ or else we have not arrived in life (1 Tim. 6:10; Ex. 20:17). Many have succumbed to the idea that the only really important thing in life is to have a nice home with a swimming pool, lovely luxuries, and three cars. They build their lives around these things, aim at them as goals, and are distressed, disenchanted, and discontented if they cannot have them (Matt. 6:31-33). Their children pick up on the same idea. They begin to believe that material things are the most important matter in life and luxury is what gives a person status and prestige in a community. This worldliness is also prevalent in the church today. 

In general, the leaven of Herod represents worldly living and philosophies. It represents the licentious way of living when people overstep God’s rules or boundaries and live for themselves. The leaven of Herod represents “the spirit pf the world” (2 Cor. 2:12) which is against God and righteousness. The leaven of Herod can very easily rise within the hearts and lives of God’s people today. Let us stay on guard and obey Christ’s command to separate from the world system that is against God (1 John 2:15-17). 

When the fermented yeast enters the dough mixture it tends to puff up the entire piece of dough. This process of fermentation and expansion becomes a fitting symbol to represent the external legalism of the Pharisees (inward corruption of heart verses outward showy expansion), the liberal doctrine and unbelief of the Sadducees (mixture of false doctrine that leads to the expansion of liberal teaching), and now the licentious worldly living of Herod (inward corruption of heart that results in the outward spread of worldly living). Paul faced the leaven of worldly and licentious living in the Church of Corinth. He cited a case where a young man was actually living in sin with his stepmother (1 Cor. 5:1). After stating that this leaven of worldliness was being accepted in their presence the apostle needs to remind the people of what happens in the leavening process. 

1 Corinthians 5:6-8 

“Your glorying is not good. Know ye not that a little leaven leaveneth the whole lump? Purge out therefore the old leaven, that ye may be a new lump, as ye are unleavened. For even Christ our passover is sacrificed for us: Therefore let us keep the feast, not with old leaven, neither with the leaven of malice and wickedness; but with the unleavened bread of sincerity and truth.”  

The church in Corinth had within its membership those carnal and professing Christians whose lives were influenced by the leaven of Herod (1 Cor. 5:9-11). According to Paul leaven was a symbol of evil and worldly living that had worked itself inside the church. Paul wanted to remind the saints that “a little leaven leaveneth the whole lump” (1 Cor. 5:6). What he means by this statement is that when God’s people are allowed to live in open rebellion and commit sinful atrocities they have a way of affecting the entire testimony of the local church. In addition, this wicked way of worldly living could also lead others to follow a similar path and experience a similar worldly fate in their lives. One again we see that leaven is a picture of sin. It is small but powerful and it works secretly.  It puffs up the dough and spreads. The sinning church member in Corinth was like a piece of yeast. He was defiling the entire loaf of bread (the congregation). This man was like a cancer in the body that needed to be removed by drastic surgery. 
The point is this. Sin has a corrupting influence. Using the analogy of a little yeast being added to bread brings out the important spiritual lesson. When sin is left unchecked is leavens the entire congregation. Sooner or later the testimony and members of a local assembly become corrupted and infected. Sin must be deal with or else the testimony of the church is at stake. Furthermore, its members can become lackadaisical toward holy living and tend to cater worldly or carnal living. The apostle is saying that if they tolerate a little moral sin in the church it will soon grow and expand until the whole fellowship is seriously affected. Righteous and godly discipline is necessary in order to maintain the godly testimony of a church ministry and the cleanliness of its members.
Generally speaking, the leaven of worldliness has done this very thing to the corporate church today. The leaven of worldly music has caused the entire lump to become leavened with carnal music that caters to the fleshly element in man. The leaven of gossip, envy, divorce and remarriage, homosexuality, drunkenness, adultery, wife swapping, and many other sins have leavened the corporate church. Fundamental local churches today need to deal with these types of sins, which are nothing less than open rebellion against God. The leaven of secular worldliness can affect any congregation.    

So Paul is telling the church that they need to purge the leaven from their local congregation. When he says, “Purge out therefore the old leaven” (1 Cor. 5:7) he means the church needed to dismiss this worldly brother so that the church could form “a new lump” that was unleavened or not corrupted by such wicked and licentious living. The reason for this purging process is then stated: “For even Christ our passover is sacrifices for us” (vs. 7). The obvious connection to Christ’s sacrifice is this. Since sin required the sacrifice of the Lamb of God, it is inconceivable that it would ever be tolerated in the assembly of believers. Since sin caused Jesus to die on the cross is it a terrible mockery to allow sin to corrupt God’s church. Tolerating sin is a mockery of the death of Jesus Christ! We should not glory in the sin nor tolerate the sin that caused our Savior to die in our place as our Passover. 
For this reason God’s people were not to enter the communion service or Lord’s Supper (“the feast” – vs. 8) with such sinful atrocities taking place in their membership. This means that the congregation was to excommunicate themselves from the sinning brother and exclude him from the Lord’s Table. The “leaven of malice and wickedness” (vs. 8) refers to the presence of sin in the congregation. When we come to the communion table we need to have our congregation clean and our own personal lives cleaned up (“the unleavened bread of sincerity and truth” – vs. 8) or else we create a mockery out of the Lord’s Supper or holy table, which teaches us that God hates sin and gave His Son to die for our sins (Titus 2:11-12). 

C. H. Spurgeon once said, "If I had a brother who had been murdered, what would you think of me if I...daily consorted with the assassin who drove the dagger into my brother's heart; surely I too must be an accomplice in the crime.  Sin murdered Christ; will you be a friend to it?  Sin pierced the heart of the Incarnate God; can you love it?"

The leaven of worldliness and carnality in the church today is a growing problem. Is there some leaven in your life today that needs to be taken care of or dismissed from your life? Perhaps the leaven of some particular worldly sin has been growing in your heart. Remember what the Scripture says. “A little leaven leaveneth the whole lump.” Sin that is left go and unconfessed will permeate your entire life. If you try to hide your sin it will eventually permeate your entire life. God wants you to be a “new lump” today by repenting of your sin and taking the initiative to live a clean and holy life. Each one of us as God’s children must purge the leaven from our lives. There are many times we must see the leaven of worldliness penetrating and overtaking our lives and simply confess our sins to God (1 John 1:9). God wants to make you into a new lump. He does not want you to be sourdough but unleavened bread. He wants you to once again start living the “unleavened” life of “sincerity and truth” (1 Cor. 5:8). After all, the real feast occurs in the Christian life when we live free from the leaven of worldliness.  
H. A. Ironside once wrote, "I remember the well-known evangelist Gipsy Smith dancing across the platform one night, to the amazement of those who had gathered to hear him preach.  Then he explained, 'My friends, I just wanted to show you that I can perform as gracefully as I ever did; but since the day I was converted, no one has invited me to attend a dance or a drinking party!' Why hadn't they?"  continued Ironside.  "Because they knew that from the day he was saved, Gipsy Smith had been out-and-out for God!"

Now that we have studied the Biblical legacy of leaven there should be no doubt concerning the primary point of the parable of Matthew 13:33. The parable is speaking of an evil influence and pictures corruption of some kind that will occur during the mystery period between Israel’s rejection and the King’s return to earth. 

“Another parable spake he unto them; The kingdom of heaven is like unto leaven, which a woman took, and hid in three measures of meal, till the whole was leavened.” 

We have seen that in every place where leaven is used in both Old and New Testaments it has an evil connotation and corruptive influence attached to its meaning. Scripture language only paints an evil and corrupting influence of leaven. Lot and feeding the angles unleavened bread, the feast of unleavened bread with the remembrance of putting the old life behind, and the Mosaic offerings that were to be unleavened all point to a negative connotation assigned to leaven. As we have seen Paul spoke of the leavening of sin in the church congregation of Corinth and the leaven of legalism. Jesus spoke of the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees and the leaven of Herod. Jesus repeatedly gave a corruptive picture of leaven during His earthly ministry. When coming to Matthew 13 there is no difference. Jesus retains the same imagery of leaven. Leaven is seen to have a corrupting influence and negative imagery attached to it. And yet conservative authors still miss this obvious point of this parable.   

MacArthur once again gives this wrong report about leaven:  

“Because leaven causes fermentation, some interpreters insist that in Scripture it always signifies that which is evil and corrupting when it is used figuratively. But such a restrictive view is arbitrary and certainly does not fit the present text.” 

I beg to differ with this conclusion. The ideal that leaven is evil perfectly fits the context. In fact, the first three parables portrayed an evil influence among God’s true work during the mystery period and surely this parable is no different in spite of what MacArthur reasons.  Furthermore, the legacy of leaven as seen throughout the entire Bible is one of evil and corruption.  
MacArthur goes on to say: 

“The term leaven can incidentally represent something that is good, evil, or morally and spiritually neutral, depending on how it is used. But the primary analogy pertains to pervasive influence, which is leaven’s most obvious and distinctive characteristic.” 
In light of our study of the legacy and use of leaven MacArthur will have to eat his words! Scripture language does not present leaven or yeast as a positive pervasive influence. 

MacArthur writes: 

“Even when leaven is used in relation to something evil, as in Jesus’ warning about ‘﻿the leaven of the Pharisees, which is hypocrisy﻿’ (﻿Luke 12:1﻿), the point is not that leaven and hypocrisy are both inherently evil but that they both are inherently pervasive and powerful in their influence.” 

This kind of reasoning defies what these verses are actually teaching. Although leaven is powerful and full of penetration the teachings of Christ and Paul are consistent. Leaven always acts as an evil penetration. There is no verse that speaks of the positive penetration of leaven. Anybody can see this when reading the leaven verses at face value. Evil is always associated with the penetration of leaven. They do not refer to good penetration and positive influence. These references to evil would all have to be ignored if the theory of good penetration is accepted. Let’s read our Bible’s and believe what they are actually saying instead of reading between the lines to prove our own private interpretation instead of the Lord’s point. Leaven is a consistent picture of evil penetration. This is so easy to see that only a scholar with an axe to grind could miss it. Contextually and Scripturally we must see the leaven as having a sinister and corrupting affect in this parable. This is what we want to investigate in our next point as we now interpret the exact meaning of the parable. 

The Proper Interpretation of the Parable

Now that we have studied both the context of the first three parables and the history of leaven we can arrive at a proper conclusion of this parable. The fourth parable agrees with the other three parables. It is a parable of corruption. It is a parable that is against worldwide positive influence. Instead of teaching the spread of positive influence in the world it is actually portraying worldwide corruption and the permeation of evil.  We will break it down in three points. 

The Work of the Woman

In order to understand what the woman is doing we must identify what the woman represents. Some have erroneously identified the woman as Joan of Arc or May Baker Eddy, the founder of Christian Science. Others have sad that the woman refers to the Women’s Liberation Movement that has introduced evil into the world. These are unbiblical propositions that have no Scriptural merit. However, we must conclude that Biblically and typically a woman can often represent something that is evil and out of place. Sorry ladies! 

Dr. Scofield writes:

“A woman, in the bad ethical sense, always symbolizes something out of place religiously.” 

The Bible prophetically portrays or pictures women as having a polluting religious effect on God’s people and what is right. So the work of the woman is definitely a work of religious pollution or defilement that affects the truth of God’s Word. The work of this woman is a dishonest, deceitful and a damnable work of religious corruption connected to God’s truth. The typical and prophetic picture of a woman in Scripture seems to single out how she will have a religious corrupting impact on society and the truth. The woman would then represent the function of false religion. 

Zechariah 5:7-8

“And, behold, there was lifted up a talent of lead: and this is a woman that sitteth in the midst of the ephah. And he said, This is wickedness. And he cast it into the midst of the ephah; and he cast the weight of lead upon the mouth thereof.”

You will notice that in Zechariah’s vision a woman is seen sitting in a measuring basket and she represents “wickedness” (vs. 8). The woman will later be associated with the resurgence of Babylon according to verses 10-11 which indicates that she will have a connection with the religious and economical aspirations of the original Babylon and Tower of Babel (Gen. 11:1-9). Babylon represents the system that promotes pagan religion and economical independence or prosperity without God’s blessing. Such was the case in the original Babel and so it will be in the end times as indicated by this woman’s relationship to Babylon once again. 

This woman is pushed down into the basket by the angel (vs. 8). The woman is then taken by two other winged women (vs. 9) and was transported to the land of Babylon. This prophetic vision portrays the end-time wickedness that will once again be found in Babylon (vs. 10-11) and identifies the wickedness with a woman’s presence. This woman inside the measuring ephah indicates that the basket of commerce will once again return to Babylon. Babylon will become a religious, economical, and political giant in the end-times that is independent of God’s blessing and is actually against God. This is why the woman is said to be “wickedness” in this prophecy (“this is wickedness” – vs. 8). The woman is seen to have a wicked connotation for she will be linked with the wicked system and rebuilt city of Babylon, which is the fountainhead of all false religion and paganism. The woman then represents how evil will once again flourish in Babylon which will one day be the commercial center of the world. The ecumenical movement is paving the way or preparing the world for this prophecy to be literally fulfilled during the Tribulation Period (Rev. 17-18). This is because ecumenicalism is promoting the false apostate church that will be connected with the Antichrist and the European Common Market of the end times. So the woman represents how wickedness will once again return to Babylon in the form of religious and economical corruption and independent defiance against the true God of Heaven. It is the ultimate form of wickedness that smacks God in the face when mankind will once again attempt to build his religious, economical, and political modern Tower of Babel that is against God.   

Revelation 2:20 also portrays a woman as having an evil connotation and influence. The glorified Christ said, “Notwithstanding I have a few things against thee, because thou sufferest that woman Jezebel, which calleth herself a prophetess, to teach and to seduce my servants to commit fornication, and to eat things sacrificed unto idols.” 

In this section of Scripture we see how a woman was doing a sinister and evil work among God’s true people. Christ spoke these words to the church of Thyatira because a woman nicknamed Jezebel was promoting a pagan religious practice that was associated with sexual immorality and idolatry. Her worldly philosophy taught that believers could take part in the sexual debauchery that accompanied pagan religion. Sex was seen as a religious exercise. At the same time they could participate in festivals where food was sacrificed to idols and then eaten following the pagan ceremony (see 1 Cor. 10:20). 

Just as Jezebel in the ﻿OT﻿ had corrupted God’s people with fornication and idolatry, through introducing the priests of Baal and their pagan worship which involved sexual immorality and magical practices (1 Kings 16:31; 21:25; 2 Kings 9:22), so this woman taught that Christians could engage in these types of sinful practices without offending God. This woman was introducing the old practices of the Babylonian cult into the local church. Perhaps she taught that since an idol really has no real existence the church can go along with the simple requirements of the local trade guilds and participate in a common meal dedicated so some idol and the sexual immorality that is associated with this idolatry. This evil woman doubtless justified this compromise with the world on the ground that it would allegedly advance the cause of the church. Worldly philosophy says, “If it works then use it.” But God says, “If it’s unholy then don’t do it.” In any event, the church of Thyatira was the worldly church since she followed this modern-day Jezebel. But what was acceptable to this local society in Thyatira was detested by Christ. Apparently their departure from morality had gone on for some time (v. 21) and Christ reprimands them for following the corrupt teaching of this wicked woman. So once again we see how Scripture portrays women with a typically bad connotation when it comes to religion and evil. The woman represents religious corruption or a function of false religion. 

Revelation 17:1-5 

“And there came one of the seven angels which had the seven vials, and talked with me, saying unto me, Come hither; I will shew unto thee the judgment of the great whore that sitteth upon many waters: With whom the kings of the earth have committed fornication, and the inhabitants of the earth have been made drunk with the wine of her fornication. So he carried me away in the spirit into the wilderness: and I saw a woman sit upon a scarlet coloured beast, full of names of blasphemy, having seven heads and ten horns. And the woman was arrayed in purple and scarlet colour, and decked with gold and precious stones and pearls, having a golden cup in her hand full of abominations and filthiness of her fornication: And upon her forehead was a name written, MYSTERY, BABYLON THE GREAT, THE MOTHER OF HARLOTS AND ABOMINATIONS OF THE EARTH. 

This same woman is once again revealed in the apocalyptic literature of Revelation. During the coming Tribulation Period a sinister woman is seen corrupting the world religiously and possessing great political and economical powers throughout the entire world. This woman is presented as a harlot. One does not need to guess concerning the identity of the whorish woman. She is the counterfeit bride that masquerades as the true Church during the Tribulation Period. She is pictured as the prostitute church in the end-times. God’s true church is represented as the bride of Christ in the New Testament (Eph. 5:24-28; 2 Cor. 11:2). Therefore, a harlot who represents a religious system would portray the false church, which is not the true bride of Jesus Christ. Several things can be said about this harlot woman.

1. She is linked to religion (Rev. 17:4-5). 

The work of this woman is that of religious corruption. Her link or tie with “MYSTERY BABYLON” (vs. 5) would indicate that she has a religious lineage that stems back to Babel and the pagan mystery religions that originated from this idolatrous place. This is why she is identified as the city of Babylon (Rev. 17:18) - the original city that defied God and committed idolatry. Her title “MYSTERY BABYLON” (vs. 5) and the “that great city” (vs. 18) would suggest that she is deeply entrenched in the pagan religious ways of apostasy that originated in Babel. Her mysterious character would also suggest that she seductive and trying to secretly hide her true character of harlotry. She is called the “MOTHER OF HARLOTS” because she is linked to Babel, which became the fountainhead or source of all religious departure and wickedness from the true God (Gen. 11:4). She is also called the “MOTHER OF HARLOTS” because she is the final culmination and representation of all the harlot systems of false religion that have spawned from Babel. She is mother of all harlots (plural) meaning that she will house and promote all harlot systems that are against God. In short, this harlot woman represents the one super church that ecumenically unites together will all the harlot systems that have spawned form ancient Babel. This suggests that the harlot woman is the end-time ecumenical church. Let me say that this church is forming today even as we speak. With the joining together of all religious faiths, denominations, and religions we have the precursor workings of the end-time ecumenical church that will exist during the Tribulation Period. 

After God’s people are raptured (Rev. 3:10) only the harlot church will remain on earth. It will be a culmination or amalgamation of all the harlot systems that have stemmed from Babylon. It is properly called the “great whore” (Rev. 17:1) because she is a prostitute church that does not represent the true church. She is not the true bride of Christ. She is a counterfeit. She is a religious whore who housed false religion that rejects the great doctrines of the Christian faith. In verse four we see that her whorish adornment is similar to that of religious trappings of ritualistic churches today. While purple, scarlet, gold, precious stones, and pearls can all represent beauty and glory in relation to the true faith, here they reveal a false religion that prostitutes the truth. Her religious phi-sad impresses many people but it does no impress the true Christ. God is not impressed with the ritualistic trappings of liberal Protestantism and Modernism today. He despises the whore and her doctrinal departure from truth (1 Tim. 4:1). 

2. She is linked to politics (Rev. 17:2, 15). 
The end-time ecumenical whore will evidently have great political sway in the world throughout the first three and one half hears of the Tribulation Period. She is seen prostituting the people of the world with her religious ecumenicalism to gain political power and acceptance among all of mankind, which is represented as the many waters upon which she sits (Rev. 17:1, 15). The world is religious, so if a giant ecumenical church promotes all religions, she will move up the political ladder. Her political clout with the kings of the earth will be evident as she commits religious fornication with them (Rev. 17:2) causing her to have world power in the political realm. Even the Antichrist will appear for a time to be subservient to this religious ecumenical church as is indicated by the woman riding the beast (Rev. 17:3). Someone has called this “Beauty on the Beast.” The super church will rule the political world someday through her promotion of all religious faiths. The religious and political dictatorship of this ecumenical church will cause the Tribulation saints to be martyred who have come to faith in Jesus Christ (Rev. 17:6). She will hate God’s true people who do not play along with her religious harlotry. 

3. She is linked to economics (Rev. 18).

This woman is also seen as having great economical power in the end-times (Rev. 18:3, 15-17). The 18th chapter of Revelation goes on to explain how the whorish woman would possess economical power and sanctions over the entire world. Babylon with her religious prostitution of the kings of the earth in chapter 17 will initially have economical control over the entire earth. This will occur for three and one half years. But by the middle of the Tribulation Period she will be destroyed by the Antichrist as He moves into world dictatorship (Rev. 17:16) but the woman’s economic power, which began under her religious rule, is once again represented by her wealth (Rev. 18:16). As we have seen in Zechariah 5 the economical power of the end-times is going to be in the Middle East and will be centered back in Babylon. The European Common Market is beginning to rise as a world leader in commerce and economics. It will only be a matter of time until the entire economical system will run through Europe and Babylon in particular, which will be the economic powerhouse and leader of the end-times. Religion, politics, and economics will have their center in Babylon. 

So once again we see how a woman in the prophetic Scriptures represents that which is evil or bad in an ethical sense. She represents the function of false religion. We have seen that the prophetic Scriptures point to a religious undermining work that is promoted by a wicked woman who is against truth and righteousness. The parable of Matthew 13 is no different. It follows in the same typical and prophetic fashion as the other references concerning women who instigate religious infection. This parable is obviously portraying a woman who is committing a religious atrocity. Who is the woman? In a general sense, or all encompassing scope, the woman represents the religious evil influence that has been present on earth throughout the mystery period, which began in our Lord’s day with Israel’s rejection (Matt. 12-13), and which will culminate in the final form of the woman in the apostate ecumenical church (Rev. 17). In our Lord’s day she represented those who opposed the “word of the kingdom” such as the Pharisees and Sadducees (Matt. 13:13-14) with their destructive leaven of legalism and liberalism (Matt. 16:6-11). 

As the mystery period continued to advance we can look back and see how this woman, representing religious apostasy, continued to spread her leavening doctrine of false teaching during the early first century church (Acts 20:28-31; 1 Tim. 4:1; 2 Tim. 3:5; 4:3-4; 2 Pet. 2:1-3, 11-12; 1 John 2:18-19; 2 John 7-11; Jude 4-5). The corrupting influence continued with the Nicolaitans and their false doctrines (Rev. 2:15), which would later develop into Roman Catholicism, with all of her paganism that stems back to Babylon. The baptismal regeneration, practice of penance, the selling of indulgences, rejection of the doctrine of justification by faith alone in Christ, receiving forgiveness of sins through priests, the pope’s infallibility, the worshipping of Mary, and many other deceptive and damnable doctrines were introduced into Christianity by the influence of this evil woman. Later the woman would emerge in liberal and modernistic Protestantism and denominationalism that rejects the deity of Christ, salvation through the blood of Jesus Christ, faith alone in Christ alone, the virgin birth, the bodily resurrection of Jesus Christ, the miraculous, man’s need for the new birth, and the Second Coming of Jesus Christ. The woman is also witnessed today by the constant promotion of the cults with their weird and wacky doctrines and the religions of this world such as Hinduism, Buddhism, and Taoism. Then too, the woman is also seen in the continual emergence of the ecumenical church which is bringing all faiths, denominations, and religions under one umbrella called Christendom. The work of this woman has been very effective throughout the centuries and she will continue to distort God’s truth as the leavening process continues. The leaven of false teaching connected with Romanism, Protestantism, Liberalism, Modernism, and all religious faiths such as Islam and the world of the cults all the work of this woman.         

In Matthew 13 Jesus is picking up on this woman’s evil religious influence which began in His day and which will culminate before the kingdom arrives to planet earth. Jesus is saying that there will be a corrupting religious influence that will be witnessed throughout the mystery period. And what is the mystery of the woman putting leaven into meal? The mystery or sacred secret previously unrevealed about the kingdom is this. Since the days of Israel’s rejection, until the coming of Jesus Christ back to earth to establish His kingdom, there will be a leavening process occurring that is seeking to undermine the truth. A woman (representing religious deception and prostitution) will corrupt the truth until eventually there will be no truth left! When the truth is forsaken then the Antichrist will eventually deify Himself as Christ. All will be leavened. After this leavening process occurs the King will return to establish His kingdom. So the kingdom cannot come to planet earth until the woman does her leavening work. This is the sacred secret that the righteous men of Old Testament have not heard (Matt. 13:17).  

Thomas Figart writes:

“The ‘mystery’ then would be represented in the fact that the ‘meal,’ the true ‘word of the kingdom’ would be penetrated with hypocrisy, improper doctrine and any other satanic influence working their way through until they were thoroughly mixed with the truth …” 

This is an accurate statement. The truth would be corrupted or leavened in Christ’s day and down through the centuries of time by a religious system that is backed by Satan. The work of the woman is that of religious corruption. She is seen contaminating and corrupting the truth of God’s Word. Because of her evil work she is seen acting dishonestly and deceitfully. This is why we might call this parable the sneaky housewife. She is seen hiding the leaven of false teaching or doctrine in three measures of meal or flour. This hiding of the leaven has a sinister significance attached to it. It cannot be brushed off as something insignificant.  

Matthew 13:33 again reads: 

“Another parable spake he unto them; The kingdom of heaven is like unto leaven, which a woman took, and hid in three measures of meal, till the whole was leavened.”

The fact that she is hiding the leaven in the meal is significant. It indicates secrecy and deception on the woman’s part. Here it is the secrecy of introducing false doctrine in order to corrupt the truth. The secret hiding and then the scattering of false doctrine go together. This woman was trying to get away with something that she knows is wrong. Because of the secrecy involved in this scene it must be portraying something other than a housewife baking bread for her evening household meal. Every housewife used leaven when she would bake bread for normal family consumption. But the fact that leaven had to be secretly introduced in the flour would indicate that the meal offering was being prepared for an offering unto the Lord. This is why there was the secret introduction of leaven into the three measures of meal, as we will see in our next point.     

Now we must reiterate something. If the leaven in this parable indicates something good, then why hide it? Hiding leaven cannot refer to the spreading of the Gospel among humanity. The truth of the Gospel is never to be hid. Just the reverse is true. The Gospel must be proclaimed openly and faithfully to a world lost in sin (Mark 16:15). Jesus Himself spoke openly to the world of mankind (John 18:19-21). Secrecy has nothing to do with the expansion of the Gospel message. But secrecy and sneakiness is part of a plot that is designed to undermine the truth. Such is the case even today. The women, representative of false religious teachers, bring their false doctrine into the church secretly.    

Galatians 2:4 

“And that because of false brethren unawares brought in (to secretly smuggle in), who came in privily (secretly, in a creeping manner) to spy out our liberty which we have in Christ Jesus, that they might bring us into bondage.” 

2 Peter 2:1-2

“But there were false prophets also among the people, even as there shall be false teachers among you, who privily (secretly or craftily) shall bring in damnable heresies, even denying the Lord that bought them, and bring upon themselves swift destruction. And many shall follow their pernicious ways; by reason of whom the way of truth shall be evil spoken of.”

Jude 4

“For there are certain men crept in unawares (entered secretly), who were before of old ordained to this condemnation, ungodly men, turning the grace of our God into lasciviousness, and denying the only Lord God, and our Lord Jesus Christ.”

2 Timothy 3:6-7 

“For of this sort are they which creep into houses, and lead captive silly women laden with sins, led away with divers lusts, Ever learning, and never able to come to the knowledge of the truth.” 

When the disciples heard this story presented by the Lord their immediate reaction was one of shock and amazement. When Jesus told them about a woman hiding leaven in meal they would have immediately thought, “What a dirty trick. What a sneaky thing to do.” So let’s place ourselves in the disciple’s shoes and put ourselves back in their time so we can understand what the sneaky trick was that this woman performed. This brings us to our next point in explaining the proper interpretation of the parable. 

The Meaning of the Meal

The “three measures of meal” or flour no doubt had a particular emphasis and connection to the Old Testament teaching of the meal offering. It consisted of three parts of meal or flour. The disciples knew this immediately when Jesus spoke of the three measures of meal. The three measure of meal in this parable was the same amount offered as a meal offering by Gideon and Hannah (Judges 6:18-19; 1 Sam. 1:24). It was the amount that Sarah made for the angelic visitors (Gen. 18:6). It was also the quantity commanded by God for the Old Testament meal offering. 

Ezekiel 45:24

“And he shall prepare a meat (meal) offering of an ephah (dry measurement of three parts flour) for a bullock, and an ephah for a ram, and an hin (liquid measure) of oil for an ephah.” 

Ezekiel 46:5, 7, 11

“And the meat (meal) offering shall be an ephah (dry measurement of three parts flour) for a ram, and the meat (meal) offering for the lambs as he shall be able to give, and an hin (liquid measure) of oil to an ephah.”

The disciples also knew that the offering was to be with unleavened bread. Therefore, it was shocking to see a woman introducing leaven in the offering meal. 

Leviticus 2:11says: 

“No meat (meal) offering, which ye shall bring unto the LORD, shall be made with leaven: for ye shall burn no leaven, nor any honey, in any offering of the LORD made by fire.” 

The Bible says that the angel of the Lord devoured the unleavened offering of Gideon. 

Judges 6:21

“Then the angel of the LORD put forth the end of the staff that was in his hand, and touched the flesh and the unleavened cakes; and there rose up fire out of the rock, and consumed the flesh and the unleavened cakes. Then the angel of the LORD departed out of his sight.”

There can be no mistake about this. God requires unleavened flour when it comes to making the meal offering which consisted of three parts flour. No leaven was to enter the bread at any time or else it would become corrupted. No leaven was to be placed in the three measures of meal because the unleavened cakes typified the sinless Son of God who would one day enter the world of humanity and live a sinless life (Heb. 7:26) and be put on a cross as a perfect sacrifice for the sins of lost mankind (1 Peter 3:18). Thus, the exclusion of leaven was necessary to carry through the typology of the offering. In the parable of Matthew 13 the housewife was to prepare unleavened cakes for the offering but instead she secretly added leaven to them to pollute the sacrifice that typically represented Jesus Christ. This then brings us to the meaning of the meal. 

The significance of the unleavened meal typically speaks of Christ and His doctrine – the pure meal of the doctrine of Christ. The Old Testament reveals the glories of Christ in the meal offering as it typically speaks of His impeccable life and sinless sacrifice on the cross. Thus, the three measures of unleavened meal or flour would point to the doctrine of Jesus Christ – His person and work. Dear friend, there was no leaven in the person and work of Jesus Christ! He was the God-man who was without sin and He was sacrificed on the cross as the sinless Son of God who bore the weight of our own sins. 

2 Corinthians 5:21 says, 

“For he hath made him to be sin for us, who knew no sin; that we might be made the righteousness of God in him.”

There was no leaven in our Savior. Jesus lived a sinless life for He was God incarnate in the flesh (John 1:18). Furthermore, Jesus became a sin offering for us on the cross so that we might be made righteous before God’s presence. What a Savior! But what has historically happened to this wonderful doctrine of our blessed Lord? It had been corrupted by the woman (false religion). She has put leaven in the meal polluting it. Down through the centuries unto our present day the pure meal or doctrine of Christ has been under attack. The woman of organized religion has attempted to destroy the significance of the meal or teaching about Jesus Christ’s person and work. Satan has a love affair with the teaching or doctrine that mocks the person of Jesus Christ and His saving work. This is why liberalism, the cults, and religions notoriously reject the person and work of Jesus Christ as sufficient ground for their salvation, payment for their sins, and their entrance into Heaven. 

The deity of Jesus Christ has been consistently denied by false religion and it began in the days of Jesus (John 5:18; Matt. 12:24). The Jewish religious leaders and people living in Christ’s day rejected Him as their Messiah and Savior (John 1:11) The Arian heresy of yesteryears and the Jehovah’s Witnesses of our present day, among many other cults and religions, still reject the deity of Jesus Christ. The pure meal or doctrine of Jesus Christ has been polluted by liberalism and false teaching. The pure meal of Christ’s deity has been utterly leavened or corrupted. Liberals still talk about Jesus Christ being a good man, a good example, or a good prophet but they stop short of pronouncing Him as God incarnate who came in the flesh to save us from hell. But we know that Christ is absolutely equal with the Father in His Person and His work. Christ is undiminished deity (Phil. 2:6). He is the exact representation of God’s being and existence (Heb. 1:3; Col. 1:15). Martin Luther once said, "Anything that one imagines of God apart from Christ is only useless thinking and vain idolatry."

The pure teaching or doctrine of Christ’s sacrifice is also sufficient to save a man completely and forever (Heb. 9:26; 10:14; 7:26). And yet the woman of false religion has also corrupted this wonderful teaching about Christ. She has secretly placed leaven in the meal or doctrine regarding Christ’s death. Many of today’s evangelicals have an astounding ignorance of Catholic doctrine. Roman Catholicism teaches baptismal regeneration as the only way to remove original sin. It sees penance as a way to atone for sins committed after baptism. It views earthly priests as having the same privilege as Jesus Christ in that they can forgive sins and bring a person into a right relationship with God. A person is involved in a lifelong process whereby he or she cooperates with the church in securing their forgiveness of sins. Sins are only potentially forgiven and must be worked off through a process mediated by the Roman Catholic Church and its sacraments over the lifetime of the believer. Grace is actually viewed as graces that are placed in a person’s life that enable an individual to obey and perform meritorious works that can earn their right to Heaven. Spiritual rebirth is actually a lifelong process that begins at the sacrament of baptism but is achieved only though continual observances of the church sacraments and performing works of human merit. 

This false church also teaches that that if a person claims to be justified by faith alone in Jesus Christ that they are to be cursed. Anathemas are hurled against those who disagree with their system of human merit. The Mass is the continual sacrifice of Jesus Christ upon the cross. It teaches that a person is saved on an installment plan by eating Jesus Christ in the Mass. Mary plays a vital role in the forgiveness of sins and freely cooperates in the role of human salvation. Praying through the rosary supplies the Catholic with spiritual power and the salvation blessings of Mary. Purgatory is the place where Catholics go when they die so that they can be purged and purified from every stain of sin and enter heaven someday. 

Catholic doctrine is not the doctrine of Christ! One can conclude that the pure meal or doctrine of Christ has been set-aside in the Catholic Church for sacraments, church dogma, and church tradition. The pure meal has been leavened! The religious systems of the 21st century with their trappings of ecclesiastical garb and fair speeches have polluted the doctrine of Christ. The woman who represents false religion has corrupted the meal. As in the days of Malachi men “offer polluted bread” upon God’s altar (Mal. 1:7) but today it is the polluted bread of doctrinal corruption.    

Gaebelein observes:

“The woman in the parable represents the same, the apostate church, the mother of harlots and abominations of the earth. She has with her evil doctrine, the leaven, corrupted the fine meal, the doctrine of Christ.” 

T. Ernest Wilson agrees:

“The parable of the leaven in the meal, then, would speak of the subtle infiltration of heretical teaching concerning the Person of Christ.” 

This has been true historically and will also be true prophetically. The woman, who represents false religion on every ecclesiastical level, will continue to corrupt the pure and lovely doctrine of Jesus Christ. The deity, death, and distinguished mark of Christ’s teaching (the resurrection – John 2:19-21) are precious truths that warm the hearts of His people. But the woman finds no interest in the doctrine of Christ. She has a way of corrupting and subverting this precious teaching (1 Pet. 1:18-19).  

John Phillips correctly observes: 

“The parable of the leaven is a companion to the parable of the mustard seed, where we saw the outward display of the professing church. In the parable of the leaven we see the inward decay of the professing church.” 

This is the inward decay of doctrinal corruption. The parable of the mustard seed shows the outward visible growth of organized religion but the parable of the leaven reveals the internal hidden doctrinal corruption of this religious monstrosity that was presented as giant ecumenical tree. 

Matthew 13:33 reveals a time when the entire meal or doctrine of Christ will be leavened (“till the whole was leavened”). Certainly this will occur after the Rapture of the true Church (1 Thess. 4:13-18). Following the departure of the true Church only the false church will remain. There will obviously be a final banding together of the apostate church after true Christians are raptured from planet earth. Those who are left behind will evidently experience a common religious bond. The religious bodies of the world will ecumenically unite unlike never before and the woman will emerge on the world scene as a great harlot (Rev. 17:1-6) rejecting the pure doctrine of Christ. No pure and unleavened truth will remain regarding Jesus Christ following the mass exodus of God’s people from earth since they will be the very ones who have embraced the pure meal or teaching of Christ. With the departure of God’s people (John 14:1-2) the “whole will be leavened” for only the ecumenical apostate church will be left to promote the doctrinal corruption concerning Christ.  

Paul said in 2 Thessalonians 2:7: 

“For the mystery of iniquity (lawlessness) doth already work: only he (Holy Spirit) who now letteth (restrains) will let (restrain), until he be taken out of the way.”

The mystery of lawlessness is both a religious and evil working among mankind that is presently being restrained through the Church (God’s people) as they are being indwelt by the Restrainer (Holy Spirit). Complete religious departure and evil anarchy are kept in check through the working of the Holy Spirit. The Spirit prompts believers to stand up for righteousness and truth in the midst of a sinful society, which keeps the entire leaving process form occurring in relationship to religious and social corruption. God’s people have a buffering affect in the church and world today. They keep the full leavening process from occurring. But eventually the whole will be leavened. This is because there will be no believers left on planet earth to help counteract the leavening process following the Rapture. The Holy Spirit will withdraw His unique restraining ministry through the Church. This will cause total religious apostasy to break out in the church and complete sinful degradation to occur in the world. Imagine what the church and world will be like without the restraining forces of godliness and righteousness!  

2 Thessalonians 2:3 

“Let no man deceive you by any means: for that day shall not come, except there come a falling away (departure) first, and that man of sin be revealed, the son of perdition.” 

I take this to be a religious departure or apostasy from truth. The Day of the Lord cannot commence on planet earth or God’s people until the full-blown apostasy occurs. This will be the same time the whole will be leavened (Matt. 13:33). Since this complete doctrinal departure had not yet occurred the saints could be sure that they were not living in the Tribulation Period. The saints could be sure that they had not entered the period of judgment (Day of the Lord) since the apostasy had not yet occurred. But there is coming a day when “a falling away” or complete doctrinal apostasy will take place. When this happens it will become a sign marker that the Tribulation has begun. 

It must be understood that the entire teaching regarding Christ will be immediately lost following the Rapture. With the true Church gone only the false church will remain resulting in the complete leavening of the Gospel and doctrinal truth regarding Christ’s person and work. The evil and sinister work of the sneaky woman will have been successful. She will have accomplished her goal of leavening the entire meal or teaching of Jesus Christ. Furthermore, when the Antichrist (“man of sin” – vs. 3) takes over he will continue the leavening process that was started by the woman and continue to reject the doctrine of Christ right up to the time of the King’s return. The greatest departure and apostasy will be when the Antichrist claims to be God and calls upon the entire world to worship Him (2 Thess. 2:10-11; Rev. 13:6-8). Perhaps the time of complete leavening is fast approaching. The saints “gathering together unto him” (2 Thess. 2:1) may occur at any moment. Jesus is coming again! Following this joyous reunion in Heaven there will also be a reunion among the apostate church on earth. Great ecumenical ties will be made without any influence of God’s true people. This will cause the whole to be leavened. Nothing will be left that resembles the true meal or the doctrine of Christ. All doctrinal teaching will have gone sour. It will be fully leavened or corrupted with the exodus of God’s people from earth. No person will be able to protect the pure meal from the final leavening process.

Please notice from Matthew 13:33 that the leavening process stops when the entire amount is leavened (“till the whole is leavened”). It stands to reason that after the leavening process has occurred the King will return to earth. The mystery regarding the leavening process will be fulfilled and Christ will return to earth riding on a white horse (Rev. 19:11-16). So after the leavening process has occurred it’s then that Christ will return to earth in His Second Coming.  

Stanley Toussaint correctly observes:

“This parable reveals the fact that evil will run its course and dominate the new age. But it also indicates that when the program of evil has been fulfilled, the kingdom will come. This is indicated by the use of the preposition ‘until.’” 

Jesus asked in Luke 18:8: 

“I tell you that he will avenge them speedily. Nevertheless when the Son of man cometh, shall he find faith on the earth?”

This statement refers to Christ’s return to earth following the Tribulation Period with its worldwide religious departure and leavening. The answer to the rhetorical question is understood. The implied answer to the rhetorical question implies that faith will be scarce. Our Lord’s words do not predict a general improvement in the spiritual condition of the world before His Second Coming to earth. There will be little faith left on the earth when Jesus returns. The faith spoken of is probably the body of truth, or revealed doctrine, since the word is preceded by the definite article in the original. Improvement in the worldwide spiritual climate is not here predicted. When the Son of man returns the world will have for the most part jettisoned the doctrine of Christ and be living for themselves (Luke 17:26-30). The end times will not be days of great faith in God’s truth. As we think of the scene today in the professing church one can readily see how truth will be abandoned and all will be leavened following the Rapture of the true Church. The professing church of today is in a deplorable state. 
Dr. Paul Van Gorder once said:

“When we look at organized religion, an appalling scene meets our gaze.”

How very true! Some day the whole will be leavened. The pure meal of the doctrine of Christ will be lost in the ecumenical harlotry of the apostate church (Rev. 17) and then the deification of the Antichrist (Daniel 11:37). The church that is left behind will have departed from the pure meal. This apostate church will set the stage for the Antichrist to be worshipped above the true God of Heaven. The rejection of the pure meal will continue right up to the end of the Tribulation Period. 

2 Thessalonians 2:4 reminds us of the terrible hour that is to come upon planet earth. The revelation of the Antichrist will prove that the leavening process has reached its final stage. The career of Antichrist is explained:  

“Who opposeth and exalteth himself above all that is called God, or that is worshipped; so that he as God sitteth in the temple of God, shewing himself that he is God.” 

When this wicked and diabolical action occurs one can be sure that “the whole will be leavened.” Oh how far away mankind will move from the true doctrine of Christ! 

2 Thessalonians 2:11 reads: 

“And for this cause God shall send them strong delusion, that they should believe a lie.”

A terrible future awaits planet earth when the whole will be leavened. But God will have the final say! At the proper temperature yeast begins fermenting and a gas is given off within the dough, causing it to swell. Then, when the bread has risen just to the right amount, the woman would fashion it into individual pans and place them into the oven. The heat of the oven would kill the microscopic organisms and the fermentation would stop. So it will be someday when the Son of man returns to earth. When Jesus returns to earth the leavening process will stop.  

2 Thessalonians 2:8 says: 

“And then shall that Wicked be revealed, whom the Lord shall consume with the spirit of his mouth, and shall destroy with the brightness of his coming.” 

The heat of God’s fiery judgment will stop the leavening process that has been introduced by man. His fiery wrath will end its fermentation. 

Revelation 19:20

“And the beast was taken, and with him the false prophet that wrought miracles before him, with which he deceived them that had received the mark of the beast, and them that worshipped his image. These both were cast alive into a lake of fire burning with brimstone.” 

God is going to win! 

The Primary Mystery of the Parable

What then is the new revelation and mystery (sacred secret) of the parable of the leaven? The mystery (Matt. 13:11) of this parable is that until the kingdom arrives there will be a religious leavening process that will occur worldwide. It will culminate in religious delusion and total apostasy on planet earth before the King returns. The total leavening process will mark the end of the mystery period and be followed by the judgment of the coming King.  

The Parable of the Hidden Treasure

(Matthew 13:44)

“Again, the kingdom of heaven is like unto treasure hid in a field; the which when a man hath found, he hideth, and for joy thereof goeth and selleth all that he hath, and buyeth that field.” 

We might call this next study, “The Case of the Buried Treasure.” In Jesus’ day it was a common practice to hide treasure and valuables by burying them in the ground. The earth was the safest place to hide one’s valuables. Because there were no banks most people protected their valuables in a secret spot in the ground. When they needed money or decided to sell or trade a piece of jewelry they would go to the place at night, uncover the jar or storage box, take out what was desired, and then rebury the rest. Because Palestine had been a battleground for hundreds of years, families would often even bury food, clothing, and various household objects to protect them from plundering enemy soldiers. The Jewish historian Josephus wrote, “The gold and the silver and the rest of that most precious furniture which the Jews had and which the owners treasured underground was done to withstand the fortunes of war.” Over the years the ground of Palestine became a treasure house. 

Some have questioned our Lord’s ethics when giving this story. They suggest that Jesus was teaching that a person could swindle another man out of his treasure. Once again, this lacks understanding of the customs of the Jews. First, it is obvious that the present owner of the field did not hide the treasure. He had no idea that the treasure was buried in the field otherwise he would have retrieved it before he sold the field. The man who bought the field obviously knew the owner was not aware of the treasure. Second, rabbinic law provided that “﻿if a man finds scattered fruit or money, it belongs to the finder.﻿” In other words, if a person came across money or other valuables that were obviously lost and whose owner was dead or unknown, the finder had the right to keep what was found. Finder’s keepers, loser’s weepers! Third, the basic honesty of the man cannot be questioned for he could have simply taken the treasure and never purchased the field. It’s interesting that this man does not even use part of the treasure to buy the field. Instead, he sells all that he has, and buys that field.

So the Lord was using a familiar illustration that applied to His time. In this parable Jesus compared the kingdom of heaven to a treasure hidden in the field (v. 44). He described the joy that comes when a man discovers it and sells all that he has in order to purchase the treasure (v. 44). Perhaps the man in the story stumbled over part of the treasure or seen some of it protruding above ground as he happened to pass through the field. Or maybe he was a hired hand who unintentionally dug it up while plowing or cultivating. Whatever the case may be the field did not belong to him because the man with great joy sells all that he has to purchase the field in order to get to the treasure and possess it as His own.

One final note before looking at the details of this parable. You will notice that the last three parables were only spoken to the disciples (Matt. 13:36). In the last three parables our Lord was going to minister to those who were His close associates. He takes them aside and shares the final mystery parables to only His own.       

The Positive Points of the Parables

Let us remember that the first four parables portrayed a negative, corrupting, and satanic influence that would overtake the world before the King arrives to planet earth. However, the next two parables of the treasure and pearl take a turn for the better and paint a brighter picture as they unveil the positive things that the Lord will do throughout the mystery period of time. They introduce and element of joy and hope. In the first four parables Satan is at work, but in the last three parables the work of God is stressed. As we are going to discover the Lord will gain a believing remnant from Israel (the treasure parable) and also from among the Gentiles throughout the mystery period, which will be seen in the New Testament Church (the pearl parable). Finally, the Lord will bring a righteous group of Gentiles into the messianic kingdom at the end of the mystery period. This is revealed in the seventh parable (dragnet parable). 

We must remember that Jesus referred to these parables as being connected with the fulfillment of prophecy or those things that are going to occur in the future. In Psalm 78:2 He said, “I will open my mouth in parables, I will utter things hidden since the creation of the world” (Matt. 13:35). The parables portray truth that was previously hidden and not fulfilled in Old Testament times. So the parables of the treasure and pearl have some kind of prophetic significance attached to them. They are portraying truth that had not been previously fulfilled but truth that was going to come to pass in the days ahead. With this in mind we can discover the positive blessings that will occur during the mystery period of time represented by these parables. 

Dr. Paul Van Gorder has termed the last three parables as “Parables that Make a Difference.” This is because the final parables (the treasure, pearl, and dragnet) differentiate between Israel, the Gentiles, and the Church. We might also add that they are different from the previous flow of the parables because they primarily speak of positive events that are going to take place while the King is absent and when He returns to earth. They are parables that are portrayed in a different light than the first four parables. They are seen as a positive explanation of what is going to occur while the King is absent. God is going to accomplish His sovereign work in the midst of the sinister working of the devil. The Lord’s divine purposes will be fulfilled in the midst of Satan’s feverish opposition to stop the work and plan of God. The antagonism represented in the first three parables will not override or thwart God’s purposes as presented in the final parables. God will have His way. He will bring His purposes to fruition by saving various classes of people throughout the mystery period represented in the parables.  

The Parallels between the Parables

As we study the Parables of the Treasure and Pearl (Matt. 13:44-46) we will note that they are alike in many ways. In both parables there is a man that finds something that he wants. In both parables he sells all that he has to buy it. Furthermore, both parables have similar figures that have already been interpreted for us. First, there is a field, which Jesus already identified as the world (Matt. 13:38).  Second, there is a man in the story. There is no difficulty in interpreting the meaning of the man. The man is “the Son of man” (Matt. 13:37). So there is a hidden treasure and a costly pearl that Christ wants. Both the treasure and pearl are within the human race, in the world of humanity. So the parallels between these parables cannot be overlooked. 

The Period of the Mystery Parables

Because of the complexity of this study it’s important to restate the time period of the mystery parables of Matthew 13. The time period is unfolded as the “mysteries of the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 13:11) because these illustrative stories portray what is going to occur on earth prior to the time when heaven actually rules over the earth. What takes place on earth prior to the kingdom’s arrival is known as the secrets about the earthly kingdom. In other words, the seven parables unfold to us the secrets that were not previously revealed concerning the establishment of the earthly kingdom. These are secrets connected or related to the earthly kingdom that is someday going to come to planet earth. This will be the time when heaven will finally rule planet earth. Hence, it is called the “kingdom of the heaven.”

Some have taken the word “mystery” to mean that the kingdom in the parables has a new mysterious spiritual form attached to it. They also assign to the word “heaven” a spiritual significance and have interpreted the mystery parables as referring to some kind of new spiritual kingdom or spiritual era of time that is going to take place on earth. But this is a misunderstanding of the word kingdom in the sequence of these seven parables since the kingdom is always portrayed as the literal earthly kingdom (Matt. 13:41, 43). There is no spiritual concept connected to the term kingdom in these parables. First, the “mysteries” have to do with previous truth not revealed about the earthly kingdom. Second, the idea behind the word “heaven” refers to the time when Heaven’s will we be done on earth for someday the King, who now resides in Heaven, is going to return and establish the kingdom. When this takes place heaven will rule the earth and God’s will be done on earth, even as it is done in heaven (Matt. 6:10; Dan. 2:44).

These parables reveal information concerning that era of time, which began in our Lord’s own day while He was on earth, and which would take place following the departure of the King. They encompass the world conditions, events, and programs that will occur between Israel’s rejection of the King and the return of the King to earth. The parables are descriptive of a time period which began during the First Advent of Christ (the earthly ministry of Christ) and which will end with the Second Advent of Christ (return of Christ to earth). The seven parables are spoken in the context of the kingdom’s rejection by Israel (Matt. 13:13-15) and point to those events and programs that would occur on earth prior to the kingdom’s establishment. There were certain mysteries associated with the timing and arrival of God’s kingdom program that needed to be revealed in the New Testament. The conditions, programs, and events that transpire on planet earth are actually preparing the world for the kingdom’s arrival (Eph. 1:10) and are termed as the sacred secrets which must run their course before the kingdom is established. The parables then describe new truth about the earthly kingdom that was not previously revealed. Hence, they are called “the mysteries of the kingdom” because they deal with secret world events, earthly conditions, and various programs that are going to take place on earth before the kingdom arrives or before heaven rules the world. 

The kingdom parables encompass an era of time when the King and His kingdom have been postponed (Matt. 21:43) and what is going to take place on earth while the King has gone into a far country (Luke 19:12; 20:9). They reveal those events and conditions that will exist in the world before the earthly kingdom is established or prior to the kingdom’s arrival. The mysteries or secrets about the earthly kingdom relate to what is going to take shape on planet earth before the King returns. Thus, the mystery has nothing to do with a spiritual outworking of some kind of new kingdom but with those previous unrevealed secret events and conditions that will take shape in the world before the literal kingdom arrives on planet earth. They are mysteries or secrets not revealed in the Old Testament about the earthly kingdom program.  

The Popular Interpretation of the Parable

Postmillenarians (those who claim the church will bring in the kingdom) desire to demonstrate that the world is getting better and attribute the parable of the treasure to the believer’s salvation. Their claim is that the sinner must sell all that he has in order to buy the treasure, which is Jesus. Though this is a common interpretation, it possesses a serious flaw. First, Jesus Christ is not a hidden treasure. He is perhaps the best-known Person in history. Second, Jesus is not for sale! Third, the sinner cannot “find Christ” for he is spiritually blind and stubborn (Eph. 2:1-2). Fourth, the salvation of individuals has nothing to do with people purchasing or earning their way to Heaven. An unsaved person is spiritually bankrupt and has nothing to offer God but simple faith (Titus 3:5). Salvation is offered “without money and without price” (Isa. 55:1). A person has nothing to offer Christ in exchange for His soul (Matt. 16:26).  A person’s works has nothing to do with salvation (Eph. 2:8-9). Fifth, the picture of a man finding Christ (“which when a man hath found”) is opposite of salvation’s experience. In salvation Christ finds the sinner (Luke 19:10), the sinner does not find Christ (Rom. 3:11). Lastly, after the sinner finds Christ he does not attempt to hide Christ (“he hideth”). Instead, he makes Christ known (Mark 16:15; Acts 8:4; 1 Thess. 1:8). We might also add that the man in the parable did not purchase the treasure; he purchased the whole field. “The field is the world” (Matt. 13:38). Must the lost sinner purchase the world to gain Christ? Must he then hide Him again? One can see that this interpretation lacks sound exegesis and does not satisfactorily identify what the treasure represents.      
The Proper Interpretation of the Parable

The Treasure Identified

When interpreting the Parable of the Treasure we must do so by comparing Scripture with Scripture (1 Cor. 2:13). Scripture is its own best interpreter. The “first mention principle” of Bible interpretation would lead us to the sound conclusion that Israel is the treasure that Jesus had in mind when sharing this parable with His disciples. Whenever a subject is first mentioned in Scripture God carries the same meaning for that subject through the entirety of Scripture. The same meaning stands connected in the mind of God. The “principle of context” would also help us to determine that a Jewish people would fit the description of the treasure. Jesus was speaking to His own Jewish brethren who should have known about Israel’s treasured relationship with God as revealed in the Old Testament Scriptures. They were very conscious of the fact that the Old Testament pictured them as a treasure, as far as God was concerned. The Jewish background of the parables would lead the interpreter of Scripture to identify Israel as the treasure. 

Israel is revealed and depicted as God’s earthly treasure. Let the Scriptures speak for themselves. Old Testament symbolism assists us in our interpretation and understanding by portraying Israel as the treasure represented in this parable. 
Exodus 19:5 

“Now therefore, if ye will obey my voice indeed, and keep my covenant, then ye shall be a peculiar treasure unto me above all people: for all the earth is mine.” 

Psalm 135:4 is a striking statement: 

“For the Lord hath chosen Jacob unto himself, and Israel for his peculiar treasure.”  

The Scriptures themselves portray Israel as a special treasure of God and emphasize the uniqueness that Israel has with God. 

Deuteronomy 7:6-8 

“For thou art an holy people unto the Lord thy God: the Lord thy God hath chosen thee to be a special people unto himself, above all people that are upon the face of the earth. The Lord did not set his love upon you, nor choose you, because ye were more in number than any people; for ye were the fewest of all people: But because the Lord loved you, and because he would keep the oath which he had sworn unto your fathers, hath the Lord brought you out with a mighty hand, and redeemed you out of the house of bondmen, from the hand of Pharaoh king of Egypt.” 

God intended Israel to show to the rest of the world how she was God’s special treasure. Israel was not to be God’s treasure in name only. She was to be a separated or consecrated people that practiced holiness before the entire nations of mankind. Israel was to be a representative nation that portrayed God’s holiness to the world and His glory among the nations.     

Deuteronomy 14:2 

“For thou art an holy people unto the Lord thy God, and the Lord hath chosen thee to be a peculiar people unto himself, above all the nations that are upon the earth.”  

These verses clearly reveal that Israel is God’s treasure. She is the special object of the Father’s love and care. This has always been true since the days of Israel’s inception as God’s special people. Israel is God’s special treasure or people that He has chosen to fulfill His sovereign purposes. Israel is engraved on the palms of God’s hands (Isaiah 49:16). God will always have Israel as His special treasure. God has not given up on His special treasure (Rom. 11:1-2). He has a future plan to restore Israel to the Promised Land in the glorious Millennial Kingdom (Isaiah 60:20-21; Jeremiah 3:17-18; 30:3). God has not forgotten His treasure. There is coming a day at Christ’s Second Coming when the treasure or jewels of God’s covenant people will be regathered and regenerated to dwell in the land of Palestine. 

Malachi 3:17 states: 

“And they shall be mine, saith the Lord of hosts, in that day when I make up my jewels; and I will spare them, as a man spareth his own son that serveth him.” 

The Treasure Hidden 

In Matthew 13:44 Jesus records that the “treasure” is “hid in a field.” Earlier in the parables Jesus interpreted the field as the world (Matt. 13:38). So the treasure (Israel) is seen to be hidden or concealed in the world of mankind. Generally speaking, this has been the pattern of Israel’s history. The children of Israel as a nation were hidden in the bondage of Egypt. The ten tribes were also hidden in the Assyrian captivity (721 B.C.) and the two tribes were hidden in the Babylonian Captivity (586 B.C.). For more than seven hundred years Israel had been the military target of other nations. In fact, only a small remnant returned to the land of Palestine. Then there was the “silent years” between the Old and New Testaments when God had no contact with His treasure. Not even a prophet was sent to speak to the people for God until the days of John the Baptizer (Matt. 3:1-2). 

At the time of our Lord’s public ministry, which this parable portrays, the Jews were hidden under the yoke of Roman bondage and scattered under the power of Gentile rule (John 7:35; Acts 2:9). When Jesus came into the world, as the Messiah, the treasure was once again “hid in the field” under the iron fist of Rome. This is what the parable is emphasizing. Prior to Christ’s advent into the world Israel, as a nation, had lost her holy status that she was to have as God’s treasure. She has throughout the years departed into idolatry and repeatedly forsook God’s law. As a result, God chastened and chastised His people by making them live under Gentile rule (Luke 21:24). This was true when the Lord came into the world. The people were living under the Gentile power of Rome. But as this parable will reveal Israel is still hidden today among the nations. The parable is going to reveal to us that the Messiah found His treasure when He came into the world the first time. However, the Messiah then scattered them once again all over the world only to find them a second time when He returns to earth. 

Today Israel is still under Gentile domination. The history of the Holy Land points to Gentile judgment and domination over Israel with the Romans, Crusaders, Muslims, and Britons holding the land. Today the Arabs are persecuting the Jews and trying to push Israel out of the land. However, Israel as a people are still scattered all over the world even though Jews have returned to the land in great numbers (Ezek. 37:21). Large concentrations of Jews reside in the major cities of the United States. In fact, more Jews live in the United States than in Israel. One Jewish study that I made said this: “The estimated strength of world Jewry today is little more than 13 million. We say estimated not just because of the traditional Jewish reluctance to count its people, but also because of the impossible task of reaching out to so many unaffiliated Jews in the Diaspora.”   

The Treasure Found
When the Son of Man came into the world as Israel’s Messiah he found His precious treasure under the power of Roman bondage and once again “hid in a field” (vs. 44). In our Lord’s day all roads led to Rome and not to Jerusalem. Roman legions marched across the Promised Land. As we have seen in the last point, the Jewish people were hid in obscurity under Roman domination and power. The expression “when a man hath found” (vs. 44) indicates the time when Jesus came to earth to perform His earthly ministry. During His first advent to earth Jesus found His treasured people and quietly uncovered them as His people wanting to gather them together as a hen gathers his chicks (Matt. 23:37). When Jesus came into the world His treasure was the first object of His grace. Jesus said in Matthew 15:24, “… I am not sent but unto the lost sheep of the house of Israel. Both Peter (Acts 3:26) and Paul (Acts 13:46) recognized that Israel was God’s treasure and the chief concern of the Lord Jesus Christ (Rom. 1:16). When Jesus came into the world He was seeking His treasure! Sadly, the Messiah “came unto his own” (John 1:11) and found His treasure but His treasure did not find Him (“his own received him not”). So what was the result of Israel’s rejection of Christ? This brings us to our next point.  

The Treasure Scattered

When the national leaders rejected Christ He turned from them and hid the treasure once again (“when a man hath found, he hideth” – vs. 44). As we will see Israel was hidden again because she was actually scattered all over the world under Gentile dominion. You will notice that this was the second mention of hiding or concealment. The three words “hide,” “found,” and “hideth” give to us a concise history of Israel up to the present. Israel has been hid under Gentile dominion throughout the centuries prior to Christ’s advent into the world. When Jesus came into the world He found His treasure (Israel) hidden among the Roman authority. He uncovered His treasure, but only for a brief time. When the people openly rejected Him and said, “Crucify him” (John 19:6; Mark 15:11-14) they were rejecting Christ as their Messiah and Savior (John 19:14-15, 37; Matt. 27:24-25). After Christ found His treasure (Israel), and they rejected Him, the treasure was once again hid by the Messiah. By the time the Lord Jesus told this story about the treasure, He has again planning to hide the treasure. The kingdom was offered to Israel but since the Jews committed blasphemy (Matt. 12:24) and had no use for the King, a second concealment would take place. 

How did Christ hide the treasure? He did this by declaring judgment upon Israel resulting in a worldwide dispersion or scattering of the people (Matt. 24:1-4). Less than forty years after our Lord spoke these parables the city of Jerusalem was destroyed by the Romans (A.D. 70) and the inhabitants again were uprooted. With the Roman judgment the treasure experienced worldwide dispersion among the entire inhabitants of the world and this is a dispersion and hiding that continues to exist to this very day (James 1:1; 1 Peter 1:1; Ezekiel 37:21). Israel has been scattered and hidden among every nation under heaven (Deut. 28:64). Even on the day of Pentecost the disciples recorded that there were Jews visiting from various parts of the globe (Acts 2:9-10). Actually, Israel as God’s treasure is buried throughout the world. The largest population of Jews is not in Israel but in the United States. Jewish people are scattered throughout the countries and cities of the earth waiting their day to be unearthed as God’s chosen people and treasure. During His earthly ministry Jesus declared that the kingdom would be taken from them and be given to another Jewish nation living during the future Tribulation Period who would accept Him as their Messiah (Matt. 21:43). Until then the Jews would go back into hiding under Gentile domination throughout the countries of the world. Today Israel is hidden in the field or the world of mankind. The treasure is hidden during this present dispensation in which we now live. Paul makes this very clear in the book of Romans. 

In Romans 9:1-5 we find God’s past selection of His treasure Israel. God in His own sovereign will and purpose selected this people as His treasure. Certainly there was no unrighteousness in God because He chose Israel as His treasure (vs. 14). Yes, Israel is still God’s treasure. In Romans 10 we see God’s present suspension of His treasure Israel. God has temporarily set aside His people because of their own self-righteousness and rejection of the Messiah (10:1-3, 20-21). In Romans chapter 11 we find God’s prospective salvation of His treasure Israel (Rom. 11:26-27). God is not finished with His treasure (Rom. 11:1-2). Someday He is going to find His treasure that is hidden all throughout the field (world). This will be when the Messiah returns as the King to establish His kingdom. However, in the present dispensation Israel has been blinded (Rom. 11:10, 25), cast aside (Rom. 11:15), and broken off (Rom. 11:17) from God’s blessing. God is not presently working with Israel as a nation as He did in the past. Why? The Bible says, “because of unbelief they were broken off” (Rom. 11:20). But when Jesus returns to earth to fulfill His kingdom program Israel will once again “be graffed in: for God is able to graff them in again” (Rom. 11:23). Yes indeed He can! When Jesus returns to earth He will once again receive Israel as His treasure (“receiving of them” - Rom. 11:15). Until the Messiah returns Israel is presently hid among the Gentile. They will remain hidden in the world until the “times of the Gentiles” (Luke 21:24 - Gentile rule over Israel) and “the fullness of the Gentiles” (Rom. 11:25 – Gentile salvation in the Church is completed). When these programs run their course then the King will return and claim His treasure once again (Rom. 11:26-27 – “And so all Israel shall be saved”). 

Dear friend, “the gifts and the calling of God are without repentance” (Rom. 11:29). God has not changed His plans with national Israel. God’s gifts and calling (Isa. 48:12) to Israel are not recalled. God made a promise to Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and David, and God will never repent of these promises. Even though the nation is presently the enemy to Christ and of His Gospel, the nation is still God’s chosen treasure, His elect nation (Rom. 11:28; Isa. 45:4; 65:9). And dear friend, let us never forget that Israel’s ignorance resulted in our riches (Rom. 11:30 – “obtained mercy through their unbelief”). The temporary setting aside of Israel from the place of earthly blessing has resulted in the salvation of Gentiles (Rom. 11:15 – “the casting away of them be the reconciling of the world”). Salvation is of the Jews (Jonah 4:22).  

The Treasure Mystery

At this point we must now ask ourselves what the mystery of the parable is all about. After all, these parables are called “the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 13:11) and deal with previous hidden truths and events, which were not predicted by the Old Testament, but those things that would occur on planet earth before the messianic kingdom arrives. So what is the mystery about the treasure? What is the sacred secret previously unknown about Israel? What secret concerning Israel was not recorded and revealed in the Old Testament? As we have seen in this study, the secret cannot be that Israel is God’s treasure, since the Old Testament clearly unveils or reveals this truth. That Israel was a treasure to God was no secret to the Old Testament Scriptures and prophets. So Israel as God’s special treasure is not the secret being promoted in this parable. There must be some significant secret about Israel that fits the mystery nature of this parable. There must be something that happens to Israel in connection with the earthly kingdom, which was not previously revealed in the Old Testament. It is something that will take place with Israel before God’s kingdom program is established on planet earth. 

There are several possible interpretations that unveil the mystery about the hidden treasure of Israel. First, the mystery concerning the hidden treasure (Israel) may represent the removal of the kingdom from the nation of Israel. Israel as God’s treasure is hidden in the field (world) today because the promise of her earthly kingdom has been temporarily postponed or delayed. The Jews are dispersed and hidden throughout the world because their kingdom program has been temporarily postponed. This may be the mystery connected with the treasure. The mystery may point to the purpose for Israel’s scattering. In Matthew 23:38-39 Jesus warned of their coming defeat, dispersion, and delayed kingdom program when saying, "Behold, your house is left unto you desolate. For I say unto you, Ye shall not see me henceforth, till ye shall say, Blessed is he that cometh in the name of the Lord." We do know that the setting aside of Israel’s kingdom program was a mystery not foretold by the prophets of old. The mystery of the hidden treasure may very well convey the New Testament truth that Jesus taught concerning national Israel while He was here on earth. Jesus said in Matthew 21:43, “Therefore say I unto you, The kingdom of God shall be taken from you, and given to a nation bringing forth the fruits thereof.” The nation in Christ’s day and throughout the coming centuries would have their kingdom program temporarily set aside until the king returns from the far county (Luke 19:12). 

In other words, there would be a delay or interruption in the fulfillment of God’s earthly kingdom program. Jesus was saying that the kingdom program with His people would be temporarily postponed until His Second Coming to earth when another generation of Jews living on earth would receive Him as their Messiah. Christ’s return to earth will follow the Church Age and take place “after the tribulation of those days” (Matt. 24:29). Until then Israel would experience a judicial spiritual blindness by God (Rom. 11:25; 2 Cor. 3:15). But someday their spiritually blind eyes will see (Isa. 53:4-6; Zech. 12:10; Rev. 1:7). So the mystery of the treasure may convey the truth that Israel will remain scattered and hidden in the world, while her kingdom program is postponed, and until the Messiah returns to earth to “gather together his elect from the four winds from one end of heaven to the other” (Matt. 24:31).  

Another probable interpretation of the mystery character of Israel as God treasure is that Israel, who is God’s treasure, is no longer recognized as the treasure in the world today. They mystery may point to Israel’s hidden position among the world today. This is another secret or mystery concerning the treasure. Israel as a God’s treasure is hidden in obscurity under the power of Gentile domination (Luke 21:24) and is no longer seen as God’s holy nation “above all the nations that are upon the earth” (Deut. 14:2). The people of Israel have lost their identity as God’s people or special treasure since they are hidden among the Gentile world powers. Since Israel forsook her high and holy calling she became a hidden nation, a treasure that is not invested to produce dividends for God. Although Israel is obviously in the world today, it is not generally recognized that she is God’s treasure, and this further explains why the treasure is hidden in the field. Because Israel is not universally recognized as God’s special treasure, or people above all other earthly peoples, she is scattered among the nations and hidden. Israel is not only hidden among the nations in a physical sense but she is also hidden from the eyes of people in a spiritual sense. In other words, mankind does not generally recognize that the Jews are God’s chosen people who are promised blessings above all other earthly people. 

If mankind today would recognize that the Jews are a special or superior race of people, since they are God’s treasure, then there would be no conflict in the Middle East and no more persecution of the Jewish people. But Jewish history with the holocaust, Hitler, and hideous persecution of the Jews would tell us that God’s chosen people are not recognized as God’s treasure. Man in his depraved wickedness does not generally know, recognize, confess, nor does he care about Israel’s beloved status before God. The truth about Israel and her relationship to God is hidden from the eyes of unbelieving mankind (1 Cor. 2:14). Israel’s hidden or unrecognized status in the world, as God’s chosen people, is the real mystery connected to this parable. She is hidden physically among the nations, under Gentile rule, but at the same time she is also hidden from a spiritual perspective. Her existence as God’s special race of people is another mystery hidden from the eyes of mankind (“Which none of the princes of this world knew” - 1 Cor. 2:8). 

We might also add that the glorious truth about the treasure of Israel has been overlooked today within most branches of the Reformed and amillennial circles of the Church, which reject a future for the nation of Israel. They declare, “God hath cast away His people and there is no hope for Israel.” The covenants, prophecies, and future promises concerning Israel’s future role in an earthly kingdom are spiritualized and explained away through a historicist, idealistic, and allegorical approach to prophecy. Instead of taking prophecy literally they seek to find fulfillment in history (preterism) or in the continuing struggle between good and evil. The futurist interpretation of Bible prophecy that deals with a future for national Israel, the seven year Tribulation Period, and a literal earthly Millennium is mocked and deemed unscholarly. Sadly, the truth about Israel as God’s peculiar treasure is overlooked and hidden in the pages of Reformed Theology and cannot be discovered through the clouded spectacles of preterist teachers. In some ways amillennial teaching creates a type of anti-Zionist movement within a large segment of the church today.    

The secrecy about this parable is that Israel would be God’s hidden treasure among the Gentile world and no longer be recognized as God’s precious treasure. This is why the treasure (God’s Israel or beloved people) is explained as being hidden in the field. Israel is scattered among the nations today and is not recognized as the true national people of Jehovah. Today we see how the vast majority of mankind has lost sight of Israel as God’s special and chosen people. But God has a plan to unearth His treasure Israel someday in the glorious kingdom reign over earth and display them before the world. Israel is going to be fully recognized as God’s treasure and displayed before the world as such. When the Messiah returns to earth He will find His treasure once again and then claim them as His own people.  

Isaiah 51:11 

“Therefore the redeemed of the Lord shall return, and come with singing unto Zion; and everlasting joy shall be upon their head: they shall obtain gladness and joy; and sorrow and mourning shall flee away.” 

Isaiah 51:16 

“And I have put my words in thy mouth, and I have covered thee in the shadow of mine hand, that I may plant the heavens, and lay the foundations of the earth, and say unto Zion, Thou art my people.” 

Someday the entire world will know that Israel is God’s priceless treasure. This is because the Messiah will openly unveil and reveal Israel as His own people to the entire planet. This will be explained in the next point. For now I leave you with the prophetic verse of Zechariah 8:23, which envisions the kingdom days, when the entire planet will know that God is with the Jewish people and that they are His special treasure.

“Thus saith the Lord of hosts; In those days it shall come to pass, that ten men shall take hold out of all languages of the nations, even shall take hold of the skirt of him that is a Jew, saying, We will go with you: for we have heard that God is with you.”  

The Treasure Purchased

The parable of Matthew 13:44 goes on to explain what the man (the Son of Man – vs. 37) did even though He scattered His people and hid them in the world. The Bible says that Christ “for joy thereof, goeth and selleth all that he hath, and buyeth that field.” Christ did not give up on Israel for the simple reason that He purchased the field (“the world” – vs. 38) in order to bring blessing to Israel. This is a beautiful expression of how the death of Jesus Christ paid a purchasing price for the entire world so that God could ultimately get to Israel. The man who sold all that he had and bought the field gives a graphic word picture of the incarnation, and the work of Christ on Calvary. 

John Walvoord states: 

“From Scripture it is evident that Christ in His coming had, as a primary purpose, the redemption of Israel, which was accomplished on the cross. Accordingly, correct interpretation of the Parable of the Treasure interprets it as representing Jesus selling all, in other words, dying on the cross in order to purchase the treasure (cf. Phil. 2:7–8; 1 Peter 1:18–19).”  

Listen to the words of grace as they are outlined in this parable. First, the Bible says, “for joy” or out of and expression of joy Christ died for the world or field. His joy is to see people saved in the field. Zephaniah 3:17 displays the joyful saving attitude of God when saying, “The Lord thy God in the midst of thee is mighty; he will save, he will rejoice over thee with joy; he will rest in his love, he will joy over thee with singing.” Hebrews 12:2 also states: Looking unto Jesus the author and finisher of our faith; who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross, despising the shame, and is set down at the right hand of the throne of God.” The joy that was before Christ was the prospect, that in the Father’s will, He would pay the purchasing price for lost mankind, and bring many sons into glory (Heb. 2:10). Contextually, Matthew 13:44 explains the joy that Christ had knowing that He would give His all to redeem His special treasure (Israel). My friend, Christ has a special love for His national people of Israel. In fact, He died for them on the cross and came to save them from their sins (Matthew 1:21 – “save his people from their sins”). Caiaphas said that Jesus “should die for the people” (John 11:50) of Israel and He “prophesied that Jesus should die for that nation” (John 11:51). On the cross, Jesus died for the whole world; but in a special way, He died for Israel (Isa. 53:8 – “for the transgression of my people was he stricken”).  

Second, Christ “selleth all that he hath.” This expression means that Christ became poor by humbling Himself among humanity so that He might bring us to God. He left the splendor of Heaven giving up His magnificent display of divine glory (Phil. 2:6-8; John 17:5) in order to become our Savior. 2 Corinthians 8:9 states, “For ye know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that, though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, that ye through his poverty might be rich.” 

“He left the splendor of Heaven,

Knowing His destiny.

‘Twas the lonely hill of Golgotha,

Where He laid down His life for me.”

We can conclude that it was on the cross that Jesus ultimately gave all that he had – “Himself” (Gal. 2:20). Jesus died on the cross so that the entire world of lost humanity could be saved through Christ’s efforts to reach out, save, and bless Israel in the future. 

Third, we discover by this parabolic statement that the man Christ Jesus “buyeth the field” (vs. 44). The understanding is that Jesus Christ paid a purchasing price for the entire world and His own blood was the purchasing price (1 Pet 1:18-19). Since the field is the world (vs. 38) this can only mean that when Jesus died on the cross He paid a purchasing price for the entire world of mankind. His joy to see souls saved went beyond the nation of Israel. Jesus died for Gentiles as well as Jews. He died for the entire field or world. 1 John 2:2, “And he is the propitiation for our sins: and not for ours only, but also for the sins of the whole world.” The parable and other Scriptures reveal that when Jesus died on the cross He paid a purchasing price to free all of mankind from the consequences of His sins, which are judgment in hell and slavery to sin. Jesus paid a purchasing price for the entire world of lost humanity. The Scriptures place no limit on the atoning death of Jesus Christ. His purchasing price extends to every individual, even false teachers (2 Pet. 2:1 “denying the Lord that bought them”). You may deny the person and salvation of the very One (Jesus Christ) who died to purchase you from sin’s penalty and power. Oh the marvels of God’s grace! Jesus paid a purchasing price for every person who has ever lived on planet earth. We must remember that Christ’s death is sufficient to save all, since He died for all mankind, but only efficient to save those who believe (Rom. 3:22). When Jesus gave his life on the cross to buy the field (world), you were included in the purchase! 

I am so happy in Christ today,
That I go singing along my way;

Yes, I’m so happy to know and say,

“Jesus included me, too.”

Gladly I read “Whosoever may

Come to the fountain of life today”.

But when I read it I always say,

“Jesus included me, too.”

Jesus included me, Yes, He included me,
When the Lord said, “Whosoever,” He included me;

Jesus included me, Yes, He included me,

When the Lord said, “Whosoever,” He included me.

Sing it again! So let it be true! May this truth ring throughout the eternal ages of time! Dear friend, whatever you believe about election should never overturn this glorious truth and display of unmerited grace presented to all mankind. “Whosoever will” (Rev. 22:17) may come. Whosoever surely meaneth me! 

Please notice again that Jesus had to purchase the world in order to get to Israel. He purchased the world in order to get to Israel. His interest was initially with His treasure (Israel) as this parable reveals and as the Scriptures repeatedly confirm (Rom. 1:16). But in getting to Israel He blessed the entire world! In dying for His treasure He died for the world! For the most part Gentiles have experienced the saving wonder of Christ’s purchasing price on their behalf (Acts 18:6). Although today there is a Jewish “remnant according to the election of grace” (Rom. 11:5), by in large, it’s the Gentile masses of humanity that have received and possessed God’s blessing of salvation that was paid for by the shedding of Christ’s blood on the cross. God is calling Gentiles unto Himself in the present dispensational outworking of God (Acts 15:14). However, Christ died on the cross in order to ultimately get to Israel who is His beloved treasure and there is coming a future day when the purchasing price for Israel will be experienced by the nation. The parable prophetically anticipates this day. When Jesus returns to earth at the close of the mystery period of time, which leads up to the earthly kingdom, it’s then that Israel is going to be saved. This will be the time when the purchasing price is offered to the nation. 

Zechariah 12:10 records: 

“And I will pour upon the house of David, and upon the inhabitants of Jerusalem, the spirit of grace and of supplications: and they shall look upon me whom they have pierced, and they shall mourn for him, as one mourneth for his only son, and shall be in bitterness for him, as one that is in bitterness for his firstborn.”  

Zechariah 13:1 concludes: 

“In that day there shall be a fountain opened to the house of David and to the inhabitants of Jerusalem for sin and for uncleanness.”  

Dr. Paul Van Gorder has said: 

“The actual possessing of the treasure is missing from this parable. Yet the expectation is that the treasure hid in the field will one day be received by its intended owner.”

This is an accurate assessment of the facts. The purchasing price has been made on Calvary but the time of possession will take place in the future when “all Israel shall be saved” (Rom. 11:26) as a nation when the King returns to establish His earthly theocracy. The Deliverer shall come out of Zion to possess His treasure once again and then Israel will be displayed upon the earth as God’s treasure throughout the Golden Age. Today she is buried in the field of the nations but there is coming a day when the treasure will be unearthed and displayed for the entire world to see. Someday Jesus is coming back to earth and reclaim the entire planet as His own, along with His precious treasure, which has been hidden throughout the earth (Rev. 5:1-7). Jesus has the title deed to this earth by creative rights (Ps. 24:1) and He owns Israel by redemptive rights (Matt. 13:44).  

Israel then is the special treasure that Christ (“a man”) would die for which would result in her ultimate future redemption (Matt. 13:44). This redemption no doubt prophetically envisions Israel’s salvation and restoration to the land at the arrival of the Messiah’s return to establish the kingdom. Israel was born politically on May 14, 1948, but she will be born spiritually prior to the establishments of the earthly kingdom. This will be when Christ officially offers and grants the redemption price to His national people (Zechariah 12:10; 13:1). It’s at this time that Israel will once again be displayed as God’s special treasure on earth. 

Arno C. Gaebelein states: 

“Israel is the Lord’s peculiar treasure. He has purchased His earthly people. They shall be yet his peculiar treasure, displaying in the earth, in the coming age, all the excellencies of Himself.” 

Richard De Haan also concurs: 

“The Lord Jesus Christ made the provision for Israel’s full redemption, and though He knows it will not take place during the Church age, He looks forward to the time when the treasure will be ‘unearthed’ at His coming to establish His kingdom.” 

Although the end-time prophetic scenario of Israel’s salvation is not directly mentioned in the parable it is not outside the scope of Biblical teaching. Our Lord’s intention behind blessing the world with salvation through Christ is to ultimately bless Israel with salvation at His Second Coming. This will be the time that Christ once again finds His treasure in the field. God will miraculously gather together His treasure (Israel) from all over planet earth (Ezek. 20:34; Zeph. 3:20). This gathering of His national people will take place from “the four winds” of the earth and “from one end of heaven to the other” (Matt. 24:31) so they might once again be planted in the land of Palestine as His peculiar and precious treasure. 

Amos 9:14-15 prophetically speaks of this time: 

“And I will bring again the captivity of my people of Israel, and they shall build the waste cities, and inhabit them; and they shall plant vineyards, and drink the wine thereof; they shall also make gardens, and eat the fruit of them. And I will plant them upon their land, and they shall no more be pulled up out of their land which I have given them, saith the Lord thy God.” 

In this day and throughout the kingdom reign Israel will once again be displayed as God’s treasure on the earth. God said that this will take place “in that day when I make up my jewels (special treasure), and I will spare them, as a man spareth his own son that serveth him” (Malachi 3:17).  

“When He cometh, when He cometh

To make up His jewels,

All His jewels, precious jewels,

His loved and His own.

He will gather, He will gather

The gems for His kingdom;

All the pure ones, all the bright ones,

His loved and His own.

Like the stars of the morning,

His bright crown adorning,

They shall shine in their beauty,

Bright gems for His crown.”

We might summarize the teaching of the parable in this way. Israel was likened to God’s treasure (Exodus 19:5; Psalm 135:4). Jesus came the first time and found His treasure (Israel) hidden among the Gentile powers of Rome. After the nation’s rejection of Him as their Messiah the Lord once again hid His treasure by scattering it throughout the entire earth. Today Israel is not only hidden physically among the nations but she is hidden spiritually from the eyes of mankind meaning that she is not universally recognized as God’s beloved people and special treasure. God’s sovereign plan was to pay a purchasing price for the entire world in order to bless Israel with salvation at His Second Coming to earth. During the time period represented by these parables Jesus would die for the entire world, which is represented by the field (vs. 38) so that He might purchase a hidden treasure in this field. In paying a price for His treasure He also paid a price for the entire world. In this way God’s love for Israel becomes a blessing to the entire human race. Someday in the future, when Jesus returns as the Deliverer, the purchasing price will be offered to His national people and the Lord will once again possess His treasure (Israel). 

De Haan concludes: 

“Although the nation of Israel throughout this age is not on display as God’s treasure, it is nevertheless already the purchased possession of Jesus Christ, having been bought by His precious blood.” 

God says that someday Israel will once again be openly recognized as His people and the precious treasure that has been purchased by the Messiah and taken out of the field of nations. The Messiah will outwardly declare to the millennial earth that Israel is His treasure. Zechariah 13:9 says: “And I will bring the third part through the fire, and will refine them as silver is refined, and will try them as gold is tried: they shall call on my name, and I will hear them: I will say, It is my people: and they shall say, The Lord is my God.” 

Hosea 2:23 echoes the same kingdom truth: 

“And I will sow her unto me in the earth; and I will have mercy upon her that had not obtained mercy; and I will say to them which were not my people, Thou art my people; and they shall say, Thou art my God.” 

How wonderful to realize that God first blessed Israel so that He might bless the world (Gen. 12:3) and bring salvation unto the Gentiles (Rom. 11:11). But in blessing the Gentiles through Christ’s death He will once again bless Israel in the future at His Second Coming to earth (Rom. 11:23, 25-27). There is no more to say. We can only worship. 

Romans 11:33 

“O the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and knowledge of God! how unsearchable are his judgments, and his ways past finding out!”  

The Parable of the Pearl

(Matthew 13:45-46)
“Again, the kingdom of heaven is like unto a merchant man, seeking goodly pearls: Who, when he had found one pearl of great price, went and sold all that he had, and bought it.” 

We might call this next parable in the series, “The Case of the Valuable Pearl.” This is because a “merchant man” is pictured as searching for pearls wanting to find a special and highly valuable pearl to purchase. The story reveals that when he finds a pearl of unusually great value, he sacrifices all he has to buy it. A merchantman would normally buy things wholesale and sell them to a retailer. This was common for entrepreneurs to do in this day. They would be wholesaling pearls and looking for high quality pearls for themselves. Pearls were the most highly valued gems in the ancient world and were often bought as investments, much as diamonds are today. If you owned pearls, you owned a fortune.

The merchantman probably made regular visits to the various coastal areas where pearls were harvested and then bargained for with the divers, or their employers, over prices. Pearls were found in the Red Sea, the Persian Gulf, and the Indian Ocean. The price to pay in obtaining them was great. Many people died while pearl hunting. They did not have the equipment that is available today for finding oysters. A pearl diver would usually tie rocks to his body, jump over the side of a little boat, go down into dangerous waters infested with sharks and other creatures, and then scour the mud below for oysters. A pearl diver had to learn to hold his breath for long periods of time and hope that he wouldn’t drown. Needles to say, diving for pearls was extremely hazardous, and many divers lost their lives or health in obtaining the oysters that contained the beautiful gems. This fact, in addition to their scarcity and natural beauty, made pearls extremely precious. The Jewish Talmud spoke of pearls as being beyond price, and some Egyptians and Romans held the pearl in such awe that they worshiped it. Pliny speaks of the pearl as “the riches merchandise of all, the most sovereign commodity in the whole world.” Adorning heads with “﻿gold or pearls﻿” apparently was a common practice among both Jewish and Gentile women (﻿1 Tim. 2:9﻿). This sets the backdrop for our study. Let us now interpret this parable using proper hermeneutics and discover its exact meaning and what Christ was portraying by this story.  
The Problematic Interpretation

As in the last parable, there are those who interpret the “man” (vs. 44) and now the “merchant man” (vs. 45) as the sinner seeking Christ in order to obtain salvation. The sinner is supposedly to seek out Christ as an endless treasure and now a precious pearl. The lost sinner is pictured as giving up all in order to gain Christ – the Pearl of Great Price. This view was so popular that someone expressed it in a hymn. 

“I’ve found the Pearl of greatest price,

My heart doth sing for joy;

And sin I must, for Christ I have –

Oh, what a Christ have I.”

This is a lovely hymn but it does not accurately deal with the facts of Scripture as stated in Matthew 13:45-46. It is false exposition. This interpretation is not in harmony with the flow of thought in Christ’s parables, which are teaching the general activities that would take place between the two advents of our Lord Jesus Christ. The parables are not intended to give a personal salvation story of how sinners come to Christ. Something else needs to be said. This interpretation does not represent the true picture of salvation. In salvation the sinner does not seek Christ (Rom. 3:11); Christ seeks the sinner (Luke 19:10; John 10:1-11). Christ is the Finder and Seeker of men. Furthermore, when it comes to salvation the sinner has nothing to give Jesus or offer Him (Isa. 55:1; Titus 3:5). The prodigal had nothing but rags (Luke 15:11-24). In addition, the sinner cannot bargain with Jesus (Matt. 19:16) in order to gain or merit eternal life (Eph. 2:8-9). The sinner is completely bankrupt before God and possesses no merit in God’s sight. He is “condemned already” (John 3:18) and is in no condition to buy eternal life. Even during Jesus’ earthly ministry He never indicated that people would enter the messianic kingdom through their own sacrifice and by their own efforts. Jesus said that entrance into the kingdom was based on the new birth (John 3:5). Lastly, we must understand that the sinner does not purchase Christ; Christ purchases the sinner (1 Cor. 6:20; Pet. 1:18-19). Let’s get our theology right! This kind of interpretation is upside-down exegesis and a complete misrepresentation of the teaching of the parable and distortion of the true doctrine of salvation as revealed in Scripture. 

The Pearl of Great Price

Matthew 13:45-46 

“Again, the kingdom of heaven is like unto a merchant man, seeking goodly pearls: Who, when he had found one pearl of great price, went and sold all that he had, and bought it.” 

We learned from Old Testament symbolism that the hidden treasure represented national Israel (Exodus 19:5; Psalm 13:4) who will one day turn to the Messiah by expressing saving faith in Him. But what does the pearl represent? The flow of the parables and the book of Matthew will give us a clue to the identity of the pearl. Jesus came into the world during His first Advent and found His treasured people (Israel) hidden among the Roman world. He unearthed His people offering the kingdom program to them but they rejected Him as their Messiah as illustrated by the leaders claims (Matt. 12:22-36) and the people’s own consent (Matt. 27:20, 24-25). Because of this national rejection the people of Israel were about to be dissolved by the armies of Rome and another program was going to commence on earth. The result of Israel’s rejection of their Messiah would bring another judgment (Matt. 24:1-2) and dispersion (Matt. 24:31). Another scattering of His national people would occur throughout the Gentile world where they would once again be kept in hiding until the Messiah’s return.

Today Israel has lost her identity as God’s people or special treasure since they are hidden among the Gentile world powers. Their identify as the people of God is hidden or veiled from the eyes of mankind as they remain scattered throughout the earth awaiting God’s future timetable for their salvation. God has preserved Israel among the nations for His future purposes. However, their rejection of the Messiah brought a temporary hold on the God’s earthly kingdom program for Israel (Matt. 21:42-43). The kingdom program was postponed only to be resumed at a later time following the seven year Tribulation Period. Israel’s house would be left unto her desolate (Matt. 23:38) during the “times of the Gentiles” (Luke 21:24) and a new program would emerge. Until the kingdom program restarts a new program would commence on the earth that involves a new distinct people of God called Christ’s Church, which was revealed or unveiled by Christ soon after the mystery parables were presented to the disciples (Matt. 16:18). In this parable Jesus was beginning to reveal His new program that would be instituted in the world – the program of the Church.  

Mike Stallard writes:

“One of the transitions taking place in the text is that Israel, due to its rejection of Christ through its leaders, is being rejected for a time while Christ does some work that is unexpected, namely the calling out of many unanticipated sons of the kingdom throughout the world.” 

In summary, the flow of events with Israel’s rejection of the Messiah, and then Christ introducing a new program to build His Church, necessitates that we identify the pearl with the New Testament Church, which is the program Christ planned to institute while Israel is scattered throughout the earth and awaiting her national restoration and salvation. We must remember that the parables reveal the special events, programs, and conditions of the world during the Kings absence (Luke 19:12). They deal with the mysteries about the kingdom or those special events, programs and conditions that will occur in the world before the kingdom arrives to planet earth. There were certain mysteries associated with the timing and arrival of God’s kingdom program that needed to be revealed in the New Testament. These are the sacred secrets (Matt. 13:11) that our Lord intended to convey concerning the earthly kingdom, secrets that were unrevealed in the Old Testament era to the prophets of old (Matt. 13:17, 35). The conditions, programs, and events that transpire on planet earth are actually preparing the world for the kingdom’s arrival (Eph. 1:10) and are termed as the sacred secrets which must run their course before the kingdom is established. Certainly the secret about the Church was not revealed in Old Testament teaching (Eph. 3:1-10). This is a new secret that Christ was revealing to His disciples. There would be another treasure that He would purchase and another people that He would invest His life for on the cross. This people and program is called the Church. The church is the “pearl of great price” that is presented in Matthew 13:46. There was another great treasure in the world that Christ highly valued. This treasure is described in the terms of a costly pearl and is Christ’s New Testament bride, which is the Church (Eph. 5:25-26). 

There are several convincing reasons why the pearl relates to the New Testament Church. Let me share them with you. 

First, as we’ve already stated, the flow of Matthew’s teaching gives us this indication. Since Israel rejected the Messiah a new program would commence on planet earth involving a new group of people. Jesus reveals this to His disciples by giving a prophetic announcement of the coming Church program (Matt. 16:18). The events recorded in chapter 16 occurred only a short time after our Lord taught the parables of the kingdom. Thus, this parable was a preview of what Jesus would introduce later concerning the Church. In a similar fashion Jesus also informed the disciples that He had other sheep “not of this fold” (John 10:16) which He must also save and bless. This looks forward to the masses of Gentile people that would be saved and become part of God’s Church program. 

Second, the imagery of the one pearl fits the description of the Church. The church is a single unity formed by the baptizing work of the Holy Spirit.

1 Corinthians 12:13 

“For by one Spirit are we all baptized into one body, whether we be Jews or Gentiles, whether we be bond or free; and have been all made to drink into one Spirit.” 

Note the emphasis on the “one body” in this verse. The pearl is the only gem whose unity cannot be broken without destroying it. A diamond may be divided, cut into several stones, but not a pearl. The apostle Paul stated that we “are all one in Christ Jesus” (Galatians 3:28) who have been “made both one” (Eph. 2:14). Both the Jews and Gentiles would make up a spiritual unity of people tied together in the same body (Eph. 3:6). “There is one body” (Eph. 4:4; 1 Cor. 10:17). There is only one costly pearl in this parable because the Church is unique to God’s saving program and a separate entity in God’s dealings with mankind. The Church is not Israel rehashed and made over into some kind of spiritual entity that emerges from olden times. The Church is distinct from all else that has ever existed and is “one” separate group of people that is distinct from the previous treasure of Israel. She is God’s one and only pearl of great price composed of both Jews and Gentiles who have been merged together into a new spiritual unity and corporate body called “the church of the living God” (1 Tim. 3:15).  

Third, the pearl is an appropriate Gentile figure that portrays the Church. We must remember that this is an oriental picture and the Hebrew people did not value pearls. One of the strange things about the Old Testament is that although many jewels and gems are mentioned such as diamonds, rubies, and sapphires there is no mention of the pearl except in a passing though of Job 28:18. For some reason the Hebrew people did not think highly of pearls. They did not count pearls as precious gems. But Jesus’ disciples were Galileans, and Galilee was a region to which many Gentile traders came looking for valuable pearls. So the disciples would understand the figure Jesus was using of pearl hunters even if they did not know the interpretation of the parable. The disciples knew that Gentiles prized pearls and the fact that the pearl was a Gentile treasure helps explain the parable. The pearl would be associated with the Gentiles in some way. The merchantman was seeking something that was connected with the Gentiles. 

What is interesting is that the pearl, which was not associated with Jewish history, would become the fitting symbol of Gentile salvation and what God was going to do with the New Testament Church. The Gentiles would be the dominant feature in the Church since Israel rejected the Messiah. God would dispensationally turn to the masses of Gentile humanity (Acts 13:46) and save multitudes of them by calling out a Gentile people for his name (Acts 15:14). The great throngs of Gentiles would make up the vast majority of the new people of God, which are part of God’s new work - the New Testament Church. Although Jews would come to faith in Christ and become incorporated into the church, they would actually be a small “remnant according to the election of grace” (Romans 11:5). The primary work of God is now with Gentile people. The Church is predominately composed of Gentile people. In addition, the relation of the pearl to the sea emphasizes Gentile people, which would become the dominant feature of the Church. The sea is typically portrayed as a sea of Gentile humanity as is depicted in the Old Testament imagery (Daniel 7:1-3). The four great world powers (Babylon, Medo-Persian, Greece, Rome) are seen to rise out of Gentile humanity. The sea from which the pearl comes is then descriptive of Gentile people which would become the dominant feature of the Church. John Phillips said: “And as an oyster’s pearl is salvaged from the stormy sea, so the church was taken from the restless sea of the Gentile world.”  

Fourth, the pearl is formed gradually over along period of time. This points to the creation or formation of the Church. The pearl is never formed instantaneously. It takes three to five years for and oyster to produce a pearl. In a similar way, it has been over nineteen hundred years since Jesus began building the Church or pearl on the day of Pentecost (Acts 2:41) by the baptizing work of the Holy Spirit (Acts 11:15-16). The work of completing the pearl continues. Every time somebody believes in the Lord Jesus Christ for salvation they are added to the Church (Acts 2:47; 5:14; 11:24) and the pearl becomes nearer completion. The pearl is being gradually formed over the last two thousand years. It is continually growing in size as new people are added to Christ’s body (Eph. 2:21). The Church or pearl will not be completed or formed until the last member is added (1 Cor. 1:2; Gal. 3:27-28). When this happens the Lord Jesus will return and take the pearl unto Himself, similar to the oriental wedding custom, and the pearl will then be seen to be “a glorious church, not having spot, or wrinkle, or any such thing: but that is should be holy and without blemish” (Eph. 5:27). A wedding day is planned! The Church will someday be married to Christ and displayed in all of her splendor and beauty (Rev. 19:7-8). 

It’s interesting that in the days of our Lord pearls were the precious treasure of the kings, so in a sense, they were destined for the throne. The pearl of great price is also destined for the throne for someday the Church will be exhibited eternally as the prime example of God’s sovereign grace. 

Ephesians 2:7 

“That in the ages to come he might shew the exceeding riches of his grace in his kindness toward us through Christ Jesus.”  

“Church, daily bought, dost thou heed this

Parable spoken to thee?

He came and sought thee and bought thee

Up from the depths of the sea.

Back to His Home soon He’ll bear thee,

Naught then thy luster shall dim;

There as a crowned jewel resplendent,

Glow only, always for Him.”

Fifth, the imagery of a costly or valuable pearl fits the description of the Church. Matthew 13:46 reveals that the pearl was of “great price” or immensurable value to the purchaser. In Ephesians 1:18 Paul describes the Church as “the riches of the glory of his inheritance in the saints.” The Church is God’s inheritance and is viewed as God’s riches. The pearl is of incalculable value and worth to our Lord. But why should God ever consider us (the Church) to be of such “great price?” 

There are several reasons why the Church is of great value to God. First, because God views the souls of each person as a valuable spiritual commodity that is worthy of the greatest of price, even the death of His only Son. 

Mark 8:36 

“For what shall it profit a man, if he shall gain the whole world, and lose his own soul?”  

There is an incalculable price attached to a soul and the pearl of great price is of great value and worth to God because of the value of a soul. Who can put a price tag on a soul? A soul lives on throughout eternity. A soul is eternal. 

Second, the Church is of great value and price to God for the simple reason that He has designed the Church to reveal or exhibit His glory and praise. The organism of the Church is designed “unto the praise of his glory” (Eph. 1:14) and “That we should be to the praise of his glory, who first trusted in Christ” (Eph. 1:12). The calling, design, and glorification of the Church will be a way to express and proclaim the glory of God throughout the ages of eternity and His manifold wisdom (Eph. 3:10).

Lehman Strauss aptly remarks:

“The ultimate purpose of the Church is not her mission for a short time here on earth, but for eternity. The purpose of God in redeeming us was not merely our safety and happiness in Heaven, but His own glory. Through all eternity the whole of creation will see the trophy of His grace purchased through the sacrifice of His Son.” 

There is a sixth and final convincing reason why the pearl relates to the New Testament Church. The pearl is purchased by the merchantman which answers to how Jesus Christ has purchased the Church with His own blood. Acts 20:28, “Take heed therefore unto yourselves, and to all the flock, over the which the Holy Ghost hath made you overseers, to feed the church of God, which he hath purchased with his own blood.” The church is a “purchased possession” (Eph. 1:14). We will study this point separately. But for now we can see that the purchasing price for the pearl was the death of Jesus Christ (1 Pet. 1:18-19). The Scriptures reveal that man needed to be redeemed or set free from sin, Satan, and the severe chastisement of God for sin (judgment in hell). When Jesus died on the cross He paid the price that was necessary to redeem man from Satan’s power and his sin debt of judgment before God. This brings us to our next point in the study of this parable. 

The Precious Savior

The merchantman pictures Jesus Christ as the Savior because the judgment of God fell on Him (Gal. 3:13) so that He could save His people (the Church) from an eternal hell, which is the expression of God’s righteous judgment and wrath (Rom. 2:5). In this parable the precious Savior (Christ) is clearly represented as the “merchant man” who is seeking His pearl of great price. In the parables of Matthew 13 Christ is symbolized as a farmer (parable of the tares), a treasure hunter (parable of the treasure) and now a merchantman (parable of the pearl). The second parable sets the stage for understanding the human figure in each of the other parables. In the second parable the human figure is identified as the “Son of man” (Matt. 13:37). Therefore, it follows that the “Son of man” is also the identity of the treasure hunter (vs. 44) and the pearl seeker (vss. 45-46). God is not sending mixed messages in the flow or sequence of these seven parables concerning the exact identity of the field, the birds or the human man figure. Throughout these parables Christ is the One who is active between the two advents (Rev. 1:12-13) and He is working in the midst of this age to form His pearl of great price. The human figure of the “merchant man” then represents Jesus Christ, who came into this world, seeking people that would respond favorably to Him and His saving message. Those who believe in Christ become part of the Church or His pearl of great price (Eph. 1:13). 

Jesus Christ is depicted in this parable as the precious Savior who humbled Himself in order to die in the sinners place and save them from God’s judgment (Rom. 6:23). The text says that merchantman “sold all that he had” (vs. 46) in order to purchase the one pearl. This expression was already used in verse 44 (“selleth all that he hath”). The merchantman that sold all he had to buy the pearl gives a graphic word picture of the humiliation and incarnation of Christ. Christ “humbled himself, and became obedient unto death, even the death of the cross” (Phil. 2:8). Jesus did this in order to become man’s Savior. This expression means that Christ became poor by humbling Himself among humanity so that He might bring us to God (1 Pet 3:18). He left the splendor of Heaven giving up His magnificent display of divine glory (John 17:5) in order to become our Savior. 2 Corinthians 8:9 is worth repeating. Listen to the words of grace: “For ye know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that, though he was rich (in glory, splendor, and majesty), yet for your sakes he became poor (a peasant, pauper, penniless), that ye through his poverty might be rich (in salvation, eternal life, and heavenly places).” 

While Jesus was on earth He continued to humble Himself. Think of His humiliation in this way. Jesus was born in a borrowed stable, He preached from a borrowed boat, He rode on a borrowed beast, and He was buried in a borrowed tomb. Jesus had nothing from this world’s perspective. Matthew 8:19-20 reads, “And a certain scribe came, and said unto him, Master, I will follow thee whithersoever thou goest. And Jesus saith unto him, The foxes have holes, and the birds of the air have nests; but the Son of man hath not where to lay his head.” Jesus gave up all His splendor and glory, at the right had of God, so that He might come to planet earth and save the Church, who was part of this poor lost human race. 

At this time it would be helpful for us to review how a pearl is created in nature. When understanding the formation of a pearl we will see the precious Savior’s work in seeking out and saving His pearl of great price. The pearl or gem is created when a foreign object such as a grain of sand pierces and finds its way between the shells of the oyster. This foreign object becomes and annoyance to the oyster and in order to get relief the little creature living inside the shell begins to throw off a secretion called nacre or mother-of-pearl. This substance is the very life of the oyster. The process of surrounding the irritant with secretion does not stop. The oyster continues to give of itself, growing weaker and weaker until it dies. Thus, it is through the suffering and death of the oyster that the pearl is perfected, as an object of beauty, The offender, the grain of sand, which caused the death of the oyster, becomes a gem of great worth. But the pearl cannot be obtained until the oyster is dead. Ultimately the pearl is found in an oyster’s grave. Yet out of the suffering and death of the oyster a beautiful pearl of great price is created.

This then becomes a striking picture of the Church’s formation! God has produced the Church through the death of Jesus Christ or the saving work of Jesus Christ upon the cross. Jesus is the precious Savior who has died for the Church in order to save this special people from God’s wrath and judgment. Jesus Christ gave Himself as a substitutionary sacrifice for His pearl of great price. He endured their judgment which their own sins deserved in order to obtain the pearl. 

Ephesians 5:25 says: 

“Husbands, love your wives, even as Christ also loved the church, and gave himself for it.” 

Christ’s death provided a provisional sacrifice that could save the entire world (John 3:16; 2 Cor. 5:19; 1 John 2:2) but Jesus died in a special way for His Church knowing that the salvation of His Church would become the special treasure that He actually finds and the same treasure or “pearl of great price” that would display His grace and glory throughout eternity. Christ’s death was sufficient to save all but only efficient to save those who believe and become part of God’s corporate elective program called the Church. Thus, the Church has a special place in God’s heart, so much so, that Christ died on the cross with the understanding of saving this special group of people called His “pearl of great price” (Matt. 13:46). Christ’s death is then unlimited in the sense that He died for all of mankind (Heb. 2:9) and wants all to be saved (2 Pet. 3:9) but in another sense Christ’s death is limited in that He died for that special group of people who would become His pearl of great price (the Church). 

The point is this. Out of Christ’s suffering and death upon Calvary’s cross the Church has been formed. His death gave birth to the Church. As the grain of sand tortured and grieved the oyster, even so Jesus Christ was tortured and then put to death for the sake of His Church. Christ was tortured through scourging (Matt. 27:26). A crown of thorns was placed upon His head causing tremendous suffering (Matt. 27:26). Jesus was also beaten to such as degree that He could no longer be recognized as a human being (Isaiah 52:14). The Roman soldier smote Jesus on the head (Matt. 27:30) causing Jesus to lose His human facial features. Think of it. He was willing to suffer such great agony for you and me. He had His sights on the Church when He was whipped, crowned with thorns, and beaten or bruised beyond recognition. Jesus Christ also suffered great agony upon the cross with nails riveted through His hands and feet (Matt. 27:35; John 20:25). Oh the agony that Jesus went through as those Roman soldiers nailed Him to the cross! Instead of our sins judging us, Jesus was willing to be judged on our behalf, suffering great agony. He was nailed to a cross and then hung upon that same cross with His entire body weight being supported by four spikes or nails. 

“Was it for crimes that I have done
He groaned upon the tree?

Amazing pity! grace unknown!

And love beyond degree!”

Jesus groaned upon the tree in great agony for He was willing to suffer for His pearl of great price. However, Jesus’ greatest suffering was not physical suffering but the mental anguish of knowing how He would be separated from God while hanging on the cross (Matt. 27:46) because the sins of the world that were laid upon Him (2 Cor. 5:21). His suffering, separation, and death are typified in the oyster’s suffering and death. As the little animal inside the oyster shells suffered death to bring forth a pearl, so Jesus Christ suffered the sinner’s death to produce His pearl of great price. The Church is God’s answer to Calvary! God has set His heart on a rare, unique, and priceless pearl. He had counted the cost and paid the price by sending His only Son into the world to die on the cross of Calvary. As a result of Christ’s death the pearl could be formed. The pearl is produced by the suffering and death of Christ. So we can see the perfect symbol behind the pearl. You and me who are part of the Church today were the very ones who wounded the Lord Jesus Christ. He suffered great agony and then died in our place bearing our own sins and the judgment of God for these sins. 

“Died he for me, who caused his pain?

For me, who him to death pursued?

Amazing love! how can it be

That thou, my God, shouldst die for me?”

The pearl has the unusual quality of being that which grows out of the side of an irritated oyster. In a similar way, it can be viewed that the Church grows out of the wounded side of Christ. 
Paul Van Gorder has remarked:

“The Church has come into being as the result of a fatal injury to our crucified Lord, Another side has been wounded, and through the wounded side God is able to take from this dark, restless sea a pearl of great price, the Church.” 

Jesus Christ is the precious Savior. Through His death on Calvary’s cross the sinner can be saved from the judgment of God, which is Hell. Through His death the Church has been created much like the pearl is created at the expense of the oyster’s death. This brings us to our next point. 

The Purchasing Price

The suffering and death of our Lord Jesus Christ was the price He paid to produce and obtain His “pearl of great price” (Matt. 13:46). The purchasing price that was paid to God to obtain the pearl (Church) was the sacrificial death of Jesus Christ. Matthew records that the merchantman “sold all that he had, and bought it” (Matt. 13:46). The word “bought” expresses the theological concept of how God’s people were bought or purchased out of the slave market of sin in order to be set free from Satan’s power, sin’s slavery, and sin’s condemnation. The practice was common during the days of our Lord. Some slaves would be purchased by certain wealthier men and these same men would actually set the slaves free. This would allow the slaves to become a free citizen in the Roman Empire. But in return for their freedom, and with an overflowing heart of gratitude, these newly released slaves would turn around and serve the master who had set them free. They were freed from their slavery condition but now would turn around and serve their master as a free slave. A free slave! This is the story of the Church, which has been bought out of the slave market of sin, in order to serve the Master that has purchased her. 

1 Corinthians 6:20 echoes this truth: 

“For ye are bought with a price: therefore glorify God in your body, and in your spirit, which are God's.”

1 Corinthians 7:23 also states: 

“Ye are bought with a price; be not ye the servants of men.”

Ephesians 1:14 says: 

“Which is the earnest of our inheritance until the redemption of the purchased possession, unto the praise of his glory.”  

The Church is called “the purchased possession” because Jesus Christ paid the purchasing price that was necessary in order to release the Church out of the slave market of sin and give her release from sin’s power and penalty, which was hell and judgment. Jesus purchased us from our sinful condition by paying a price to God. What was the purchasing price that was paid to God so the Church could be ransomed? Peter says it was the blood of Jesus Christ. 

1 Peter 1:18-19 

“Forasmuch as ye know that ye were not redeemed with corruptible things, as silver and gold, from your vain conversation received by tradition from your fathers; But with the precious blood of Christ, as of a lamb without blemish and without spot.” 

The blood of Jesus Christ and His sacrificial death on the cross would together become the payment necessary to release man from his sinful condition before God. Man needs to be set free from Satan’s power (Acts 26:18; Eph. 2:2; Heb. 2:14), sin’s slavery (Luke 4:18; John 8:32. 36), and sin’s judgment (Eph. 2:3; John 3:18, Rom. 2:4). The only way man could be set free from this awful condition was for Jesus to die on the cross in his place, taking man’s sins upon Himself (1 Pet. 2:24), and incurring the wrath and judgment of God for man’s sin (Gal. 3:13). A holy God cannot sin and sinners in His presence (Hab. 1:13). Therefore, a perfect sacrifice (“as of a lamb without blemish and without spot”) had to be made that would satisfy the demands of God for sin and enable sinners to be cleansed from all their sins and forgiven in God’s presence. When Jesus shed His blood on the cross and died in our place, He actually bore the weight of God’s judgment on our behalf, and in doing so, Jesus paid the price or penalty that was necessary for sin. This price was the shedding of His blood, His sacrificial death on Calvary, whereby He was punished for the sinner, so that the sinner could go free and escape the consequences of his sins. What a “precious” (1 Pet. 1:19) or costly, valuable, highly esteemed, and beloved price it was. How precious and dear it is to our hearts today. The Church throughout the ages of time will never forget the price that was paid when Jesus shed His blood for them and incurred God’s wrath on their place. 

Revelation 5:11-12 

“And I beheld, and I heard the voice of many angels round about the throne and the beasts and the elders: and the number of them was ten thousand times ten thousand, and thousands of thousands; Saying with a loud voice, Worthy is the Lamb that was slain to receive power, and riches, and wisdom, and strength, and honour, and glory, and blessing.” 

As eternity rolls along the glorious Church will sing of her great redemption, or how God has released her from her awful sinful plight, so that she could be every free from sin’s presence, power, and payment (judgment). 

“Redeemed how I love to proclaim it!

Redeemed by the blood of the Lamb;

Redeemed thro? His infinite mercy,

His child, and forever, I am.

Redeemed, redeemed,

Redeemed by the blood of the Lamb;

Redeemed, redeemed,

His child, and forever, I am.”

Both the parables of the treasure and pearl reveal that Jesus Christ died on the cross to pay a purchasing price for the entire world so that God could complete His work with two particular groups of people. You will remember that in verse 44 the man purchased the entire field (“and buyeth that field”). The field is the world (vs. 38) and this means that when Jesus died on the cross He paid a purchasing price that could pardon all of mankind (2 Pet. 2:1). However, the true purpose of Christ buying the field was to get to His treasure. We must remember that Jesus died on the cross and paid a purchasing price for the entire world so He could someday redeem His hidden “treasure” – the national people Israel (Zech 12:10; 13:1). On the other hand, the parable of the pearl reveals that Jesus Christ also paid a purchasing price for the entire world in order to redeem His special group of people called the Church (“the pearl of great price”). 

Although Christ died for all mankind He did so with these distinct groups of people in mind wanting to reach them with the purchasing price of His own blood. The death of Jesus Christ for all mankind would lead to God’s distinct programs being fulfilled – one for Israel and the other for the Church. In summary, these two parables show how there would be two classes of people that would receive God’s grace (1) believing Jews during the periods before and after the Church Age; (2) believing Jews and Gentiles during the present age. In other words, there would be Jews saved before the Church program began, during Jesus’ earthly ministry, and after the Church program is finished, during the Tribulation Period. But in between these two periods of time there would emerge a new program and new people of God where both Jews and Gentiles would be saved and placed into the one body called the Church. 

The Probable Mystery

We must remember that these seven parables are the mysteries (sacred secrets) revolving around God’s kingdom program that were not revealed in the Old Testament (Matt. 13:11,17). The secrets have to do with those world conditions, events, and new programs that would occur on planet earth, between the two advents of Christ, and prior to the kingdoms establishment. Another mystery truth that would occur on planet earth, prior to the kingdoms arrival, is that there would be a new program and people instituted on planet earth (the Church). The church is termed a mystery (sacred secret) that has only now been revealed in the New Testament epistles. Speaking of God’s Church program, Paul states in Ephesians 3:5: “Which in other ages was not made known unto the sons of men, as it is now revealed unto his holy apostles and prophets by the Spirit.”  

Then in Ephesians 3:9-10 Paul concludes with these words:

“And to make all men see what is the fellowship of the mystery, which from the beginning of the world hath been hid in God, who created all things by Jesus Christ: To the intent that now unto the principalities and powers in heavenly places might be known by the church the manifold wisdom of God.”  

The Church program is a mystery that has been withheld to past generations living in the Old Testament era. The prophets of old did not know about the Church nor did they knowingly prophesy about the Church. But now the sacred secret has been revealed to those of us living in the present hour. We have been privileged to learn the secret that has been withheld from mankind for thousands of generations. The secret is this. God would form a new company of people called the Church. The Church itself is a mystery and fits into the scheme of the “mysteries of the kingdom” (Matt. 13:11) since it is another program that must run its course before God’s kingdom program is reinstated. The mystery is this. God would begin and finish another program before the kingdom could be established on earth. 

Another secondary aspect of the mystery character of this parable is that Messiah would die for the entire world before the kingdom is established. Earlier, in Matthew 10:5-7, the twelve were sent to the Jew only, but now, since the earthly messianic kingdom has been rejected, the new revelation is that Messiah is to die for all mankind. Jesus would not only save his people from their sins (Matt. 1:21) but also provide a purchasing price for the entire world to be saved, as John began to reveal during his ministry (John 1:29). As mentioned above, Jesus would inform the disciples that He had other sheep “not of this fold” (John 10:16) which He must also save and bless. These sheep refer to the Gentiles in God’s Church program. So the mystery that Christ would die for another specific group of people (the Church), who would one day enter the kingdom, is also implied. This was a mystery that was not specifically revealed in Old Testament teaching. The sheep of the house of Israel could know by prophetic Old Testament Scriptures that the Messiah would die for them (Isaiah 53:5-8 – “for the transgression of my people was he stricken”). However, the fact that He would now die for Gentiles and that Gentiles would become another special treasure to God is a mystery unrevealed to the Jews. 

“The Church’s one foundation
Is Jesus Christ her Lord

She is His new creation

By water and the word;

From heav’n He came and sought her

To be His holy bride;

With His own blood He bought her,

And for her life He died.”

The Parable of the Dragnet

The Parable of the Dragnet

Matthew 13:47-50

“Again, the kingdom of heaven is like unto a net, that was cast into the sea, and gathered of every kind: Which, when it was full, they drew to shore, and sat down, and gathered the good into vessels, but cast the bad away. So shall it be at the end of the world: the angels shall come forth, and sever the wicked from among the just, And shall cast them into the furnace of fire: there shall be wailing and gnashing of teeth.”  

The Background

The Parable of the Dragnet, like the Parable of the Wheat and Tares (weeds), represents the judgment that will take place at the Second Coming of Christ to earth. We will note the similarities between the two parables as we study them. The fishing picture that Jesus uses to illustrate Christ’s judgment of unbelievers was a common one to His hearers. It was familiar to those who lived near the Sea of Galilee, and especially familiar to His disciples, who were fishermen. On the Sea of Galilee three basic methods of fishing were uses and all of them are still used today. The first was with a line and hook, which was used to catch one fish at a time (Matt. 17:27). The other two types of fishing involved casting nets into the sea. One net was a smaller net that one man could handle.  Peter and his brother Andrew were taking turns casting this type of net into the water when Jesus called them to become “fishers of men” (Matt. 4:18-19). This was a folded net that was carried over the fisherman’s shoulder as he waded in shallow water looking for a school of fish. When the fish were near enough, he would hold the center cord in one hand and with the other hand throw the net so that it opened into a large circle and came down over the fish. Weights around the perimeter of the net caused it to sink and trap the fish. The fisherman then pulled on the cord, which was attached to the center of the net and drew it around the fish like a sack. When the net had been pulled closed, the fisherman would haul his catch to shore.

There was also a third type of net that was very large. It was called a dragnet, or seine, that required a team of fishermen to operate. These nets would sometimes cover as much as a half square mile. This giant net was pulled into a large circle around the fish, between two boats out in deep water or by one boat when working from the shore. The picture of fishing from shore was familiar. One end of the net would be firmly moored on shore while the other was attached to the boat. The boat would then make a large circle out into the water and come back to the starting place. Floats were attached to the top of the net and weights to the bottom, forming a wall of net from the surface to the bottom of the sea.

Because the dragnet permitted nothing to escape, all sorts of things besides the desirable fish were caught. It swept everything in its path such as weeds, objects dropped overboard from other boats, all manner of sea creatures, and fish of every kind. When the net was filled, it would take a large number of men several hours just to drag it up on the beach. Afterward they would sit down and gather the good or edible fish into containers. However, they threw the bad and unusable fish away (Lev. 11:9-12). The good fish that were to be carried to a distant market would be put in containers filled with water to keep the fish alive. Those fish that were to be sold nearby were placed in dry containers, usually baskets. 

The Big Picture

This whole fishing scene becomes the background to this last parable. Jesus takes the illustration from the fishing industry and translates it into a spiritual lesson on what is going to occur at the end of the Tribulation Period (“end of the age”) when He returns to judge the nations, at the close of the seven year Tribulation Period, and prior to Christ’s millennial reign. The fishing parable of the dragnet is designed to teach how God will bring the good and the bad together, the saved and the unsaved, in order to be separated into two classes of people. The good (saved) would enter the Millennial Kingdom while the bad (unsaved) would enter the judgment of God in Hades. The unsaved represented by the inedible fish would not enter the coming millennial theocracy on planet earth. 

So this is really a dragnet of judgment. It is not the Gospel net as so many have interpreted. God is not drawing sinners to salvation in this net but He is drawing sinners to judgment! It is a net that gathers people for a time of judgment. This is the real emphasis of the parable. The parable speaks of a gathering of both the saved and unsaved so that Jesus Christ can ultimately pass judgment on the unsaved and keep them from entering the earthly kingdom. How would the mystery period of time end? Jesus gives the answer in this final parable. It would end in a time of catastrophic judgment. The unsaved will be gathered together in bundles, like unusable fish that were discarded on the shore, and they will be barred from entering the promised Millennial Kingdom. 

It’s interesting that all the previous dispensations ended in judgment and so will the Tribulation Period. First, at the close of the Dispensation of Innocence there was the expulsion from the Garden of Eden resulting in the Genesis curse (Gen. 3:14-19) and the entire human race being plunged into sin (Rom. 5:12). Second, at the close of the Dispensation of Conscience there was the catastrophe of the global Flood (Genesis 7-8). Third, at the close of the Dispensation of Government there was the judgment related to the Tower of Babel, which was a language division created among the human race (Genesis 11:5-9). Fourth, at the close of the Dispensation of Promise   there was Egyptian bondage (Exodus 1). Fifth, at the close of the Dispensation of the Law there were the captivities of the people of God (II Kings 17 and 25). Sixth, at the close of the Dispensation of Grace there will be the commencement of the Tribulation period upon planet earth (Rev. 3:10). Seventh, at the close of the Dispensation of Judgment (Tribulation Period) there will be the return of Christ to judge the surviving people upon the earth (Matthew 24-25; Revelation 14:14-20, 19:11-21). This is the closing judgment that we are looking at in Matthew 13:47-50. Eighth, at the close of the Millennial Kingdom  (1,000 year reign of Christ) there will be the judgment upon the worldwide satanic revolt (Rev. 29:7-9) and then the destruction of the world and universe (II Peter 3:10-11). So we can see that ending a dispensation with judgment has been the plan of God throughout the ages of time.   

The Breakdown of the Interpretation

1. That Which was Sought (Matt. 13:47)

What was sought in this parable were fish in “the sea” and this is significant for the sea is a prophetic picture and type of Gentile humanity (Dan. 7:3; Rev. 13:1; 17:1, 15). The sea is also descriptive of wicked or unsaved people worthy of God’s judgment, which is the theme of this dragnet parable (Isaiah 57:20-21). So that which was sought was a great mass of Gentile people. The net of judgment is seen to sweep through the sea of Gentile humanity in order to bring to shore those unsaved Gentile people who will be discarded as unworthy participants in the millennial kingdom. God is not bringing people to salvation with this dragnet but bringing them into judgment. God is not seeking men for salvation (Luke 19:10) but seeking them for judgment (Matt. 25:31-46). God is a God of judgment in spite of what liberals and modernists of our day are saying.    

2. That Which was Caught (Matt. 13:47)

The parable reveals that the dragnet “gathered of every kind” which is later identified as both “good” and “bad” fish (vs. 48). The bad were discarded on the shore and the birds would have a feast. This great catch pictures the end-time gathering of the saved and unsaved prior to the kingdom’s establishment on planet earth. It will be a time following the seven-year Tribulation Period when both the saved and unsaved are gathered together. The prophetic Scriptures revolving around the kingdom parables describe a saved person by the way he lives. This is why Jesus in the immediate context of this parable likens the bad fish to the “wicked” and the good fish to the “just” (vs. 49). Other parables that Jesus taught in relationship to the kingdom talked about the same contrasts. They mention about wise and unwise virgins (Matt. 25:1-13), good and faithful servants in contrast to wicked, slothful and unprofitable servants (Matt. 25:21; 26; 30), and those that do iniquity in contrast to those who are righteous in their living (Matt. 13:41; 43, 49). So it’s not surprise that Jesus adds a comparison between the “good” and “bad” (Matt. 13:48) and compares them to “wicked” and “just” (righteous) people. According to what Jesus repeatedly says, only the wise, prepared, just, and faithful or righteous servant will enter the kingdom. These portrayals of the lifestyles of people are not intended to teach salvation or loss of salvation by works. Rather, they are teaching that lost people will evidence their true unregenerate character before the King and not enter the kingdom because of their lost estate before God. Likewise, saved people, who are destined to become children of the kingdom (Matt. 13:38), will evidence their regenerate character before the King and enter the kingdom through the new birth (John 3:3) and receive reward because they have been faithful in serving the Lord in some degree and in some measure. The parables do not upset the clear revelation of Scripture that teaches salvation by grace through faith without any works (Romans 3:28; Gal. 2:16; Titus 3:5).   

It is important to remember that these parables, which deal with the Tribulation Period, are not intended to classify those faithful believers who keep their salvation and unfaithful believers who lose their salvation. The parables are simply designed to demonstrate that certain people will evidence their lost condition before God by their overall lack of interest in God’s will and program on earth and others will evidence their saved position before God by their increased love and obedience to the Father’s will. It must also be stressed that the loss of salvation in regards to a true disciple is not being discussed or conveyed by these parables as various writers suggest. This is the dream of the Arminian. It is also worthy to note that the actual way of salvation is not considered in these parables. Only the rewards connected with Christ’s kingdom blessing are considered in the various kingdom parables. 

Let us remind ourselves of what Jesus said in John 3:3-5: “… Verily, verily, I say unto thee, Except a man be born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God. Nicodemus saith unto him, How can a man be born when he is old? can he enter the second time into his mother's womb, and be born? Jesus answered, Verily, verily, I say unto thee, Except a man be born of water and of the Spirit, he cannot enter into the kingdom of God.” 
The conclusion is this. Man enters the Millennial Kingdom by new birth – not by being a good person or good steward. The way of salvation is not addressed in these parables but the fruit of salvation is alluded to by the manner in which righteous living, wise living, faithful service, loving actions, and being good are commended by the King (Matt. 13:48). Thus, the salvation of the Tribulation Period will be by grace through faith (Rev. 7:14). It will not be by works as so many erroneously insist by the kingdom parables. Endless confusion has arisen when people try to extrapolate salvational theology out of the parables. The parables were never intended to teach strict theology. Rather, they are intended to focus on one primary truth, which is entrance into the kingdom. Theological truths must be understood and confirmed by clear and confirming texts of Scripture, before we approach the parables, lest we make God’s Word contradict itself. 

In any event, that which was caught was a great catch of Gentiles taken from the sea of Gentile humanity – Gentiles who are both saved and unsaved (“gathered of every kind”). Both the saved and unsaved will be gathered in this end-time judgment and only the saved Gentiles will enter the messianic rule. As the mystery period runs its course, God will save three classes of peoples that He is working with: the Jews (the hidden treasure), the church (the pearl), and the saved Gentiles (the dragnet) who are left to enter the kingdom. These three parables portray God’s mind concerning the three classes of people that are on earth today (1 Cor. 10:32). God has a program for every group of people. It’s a program that He has created since the foundation of the world and this program will run its course just as God planned. We are in the pearl stage right now but someday, after the Tribulation Period has run its course, the great dragnet of judgment will be gathered to punish the unsaved masses of people from the sea of Gentile humanity, leaving only the saved Gentiles to enter the earthly kingdom. Then, following this horrific judgment, God’s treasure (saved and restored Israel) will once again be revealed throughout the millennial earth. 
Many have asked how the Gentiles will be saved since the Church will be “caught up” in the air before the commencement of the Tribulation Period (1 Thess. 4:16-17). The Bible teaches that a saved remnant of Jewish believers (Rev. 7:1-4, 9-14) will preach the gospel of the kingdom (Matt. 24:14) announcing the coming judgment of Christ upon planet earth when the He returns as King. They will also announce man’s need to repent in light of His kingdom. Man’s need for repentance in light of impending judgment was the theme of the gospel of the kingdom (Matt. 3:2, 11-12). In addition to these earthly preachers there will also be an angelic preacher that will convey the message of the “everlasting gospel” (Rev. 14:6-6) during the coming Tribulation Period. This proclamation may bring other Gentiles to Christ as the angel also warns of the approaching wrath of God and the message of salvation by grace. Then too, there will also be two witnesses that will evidently have their own converts (Rev. 11:3). The Gentile nations will have plenty of opportunities to hear the Gospel presented during the Tribulation Period. In fact, this period may very well be the greatest evangelistic effort the world has ever witnessed since the Bible teaches how “a great multitude, which no man could number” (Rev. 7:9) are seen to come out of the Tribulation as saved martyrs. 

In any event, there will be those saved Gentiles who will not be martyred by the wicked hand of the Antichrist (Rev. 20:4). Somehow they will survive in the midst of the horrors of this dreadful time period (Matt. 24:22). It’s these Gentiles along with the rest of unsaved humanity that will be swept up in the great dragnet when the King returns (Matt. 25:31-32). Furthermore, it’s these saved Gentiles who will enter the glorious kingdom reign and populate the Millennium (Matt. 25:34). The great masses of Gentile humanity will be swept out of their sea of existence and be caught in God’s dragnet. Those who are saved, represented by their goodness, will enter the kingdom, but those who are unsaved, represented by their badness, will experience the judgment of God. This brings us to out next point.    
3. That Which was Wrought (Matt. 13:48).

This verse in the parable clearly reveals what occurred or took place when the catch was brought to shore. What took place was a separation of the good and bad, the saved and unsaved, as we have previously addressed. When Jesus returns there is going to be a separation of Gentile people before the Millennial Kingdom is established on earth. The prophetic dragnet of God’s judgment is seen moving silently through the sea of mankind and drawing the Tribulation earth-dwellers (Rev. 3:10) to the shores of eternity for a final separation and time of judgment. When Jesus returns those who are still living on planet earth, or those who endure physically to the end of this period of judgment (Matt. 24:13) will be gathered together before the King. The unsaved will be judged in the fires of Hades, as we will see by what Jesus taught when interpreting this parable. A preview of Matthew 13:49-50 reveals these solemn words: “So shall it be at the end of the world: the angels shall come forth, and sever the wicked from among the just, And shall cast them into the furnace of fire: there shall be wailing and gnashing of teeth.” When Jesus returns the great dragnet of judgment will sweep through the tides of humanity or the sea of nations preparing to judge Gentile people and consign them to the fires of Hades. God will do it and we know He will do it by what is wrought or revealed as taking place in this prophetic parable. As the sea creatures are separated and judged by the fishermen so the Son of Man is going to return to separate and judge those surviving Gentiles on planet earth “after the tribulation of those days” (Matt. 24:29).   

The text reveals that when the net was full “they drew to shore” (Matt. 13:48) anticipating this time of separation and judgment. The place where this separation and judgment may occur is the valley of Jehoshaphat in the land of Israel. The Old Testament prophet predicted of the time when the net will be drawn and the surviving nations of the Tribulation Period will be gathered for judgment. Joel 3:2 prophetically reveals: “I will also gather all nations, and will bring them down into the valley of Jehoshaphat, and will plead with them there for my people and for my heritage Israel, whom they have scattered among the nations, and parted my land.” 
The actual gathering of the Gentile masses will occur “at the end of the age” (end of the Tribulation age) and be accomplished by angelic involvement (Matt. 13:49). This would indicate that this gathering is clearly prophetic in its anticipation and outcome. However, there is some application to how men turn a deaf ear to the message of judgment in our own day. They are oblivious to the fact that God has a Judgment Day coming and that the dragnet of God’s judgment is drawing them closer to the shore or the time when they will have to face the judgment of God.  

John MacArthur remarks:

“Men move about within that net as if they were forever free. It may touch them from time to time, as it were, startling them. But they quickly swim away, thinking they have escaped, not realizing they are completely and inescapably encompassed in God’s sovereign plan. The invisible web of God’s judgment encroaches on every human being just as that of the dragnet encroaches on the fish … They may be briefly moved by the grace of the gospel or frightened by the threat of judgment; but they soon return to their old ways of thinking and living, oblivious to the things of eternity. But when man’s day is over and Christ returns to set up His glorious kingdom, then judgment will come.” 

So many people today move about in this world fulfilling their own fleshly desires (Eph. 2:1-2) imagining that they are free from God’s judgment. But they have no knowledge that the judgment of God is drawing closer and closer. When the net touches the back of a fish, the creature simply swims a little further ahead of the net, enjoying what appears to be permanent freedom. In a similar way, each time men feel the touch of God’s net they move a little further along. But eventually they will find themselves hitting the part of the net that is in front of them and they will make a wild dash to escape much like a fish would. But sadly, they will find themselves totally surrounded by the dragnet of God’s judgment. Finally, they will be dragged onto the shore, squirming about like a fish, as they move toward eternal spiritual death and face the judgment of God. 

When a person hears the truth of the Gospel, he has arrived at a point in his experience where he must make a decision. If he believes the truth and sincerely acts upon it, he will be saved. If he merely professes to believe and goes on playing the hypocrite the Day of Judgment will come. When the net is brought to shore at the end of the age he will be exposed for the bad fish that he is. Judgment is waiting at the end of the age. 

Matthew 13:9 says, 

“Who hath ears to hear, let him hear.” 

2 Peter 3:3-6 reveals that “there shall come in the last days scoffers, walking after their own lusts, And saying, Where is the promise of his coming? for since the fathers fell asleep, all things continue as they were from the beginning of the creation. For this they willingly are ignorant of, that by the word of God the heavens were of old, and the earth standing out of the water and in the water: Whereby the world that then was, being overflowed with water, perished.” Yes, men mock at the judgment of God as they did in Noah’s day. Men say things have not changed and never will change. Those legends of doom and gloom are just that – legends dreamed up by some senile old men like Noah. But the Bible reveals that when judgment came it suddenly overtook the earth dwellers. So it will be when the dragnet of judgment gathers the unsaved onto the shore of God’s great reckoning day, after the Tribulation Period, and just prior to the kingdom’s establishment. Man will finally be caught in the net of God’s judgment and his doom will be sealed. All hope will be gone. There will be no escape. The decision of the King will be final. 

Matthew 7:21-23 

“Not every one that saith unto me, Lord, Lord, shall enter into the kingdom of heaven; but he that doeth the will of my Father which is in heaven. Many will say to me in that day, Lord, Lord, have we not prophesied in thy name? and in thy name have cast out devils? and in thy name done many wonderful works? And then will I profess unto them, I never knew you: depart from me, ye that work iniquity.”  

4. That Which Was Taught – (Matt. 13:49-50)

In these verses Jesus is going to reveal what is going to take place when He returns as the King and brings judgment upon the unbelieving world, which is left following the Tribulation Period. We will break down the teaching of Jesus in this way. 

a. The Timing of Judgment (end of the age) 

The actual gathering of the Gentile masses will occur “at the end of the age” (Matt. 13:49). As we have already stated, this would indicate that this gathering is clearly prophetic in its anticipation and outcome. This is not a gathering that is occurring today. God is not gathering people into His net of judgment today. This parable should be interpreted as being restricted to the end of the age or the time following the Tribulation Period when Jesus will actually judge planet earth. Only when Jesus returns will the time of “harvest” or judgment occur as Jesus previously revealed in the Parable of the Tares.

Matthew 13:30 

“Let both grow together until the harvest: and in the time of harvest I will say to the reapers, Gather ye together first the tares, and bind them in bundles to burn them: but gather the wheat into my barn”  

Matthew 13:39 

“The enemy that sowed them is the devil; the harvest is the end of the world; and the reapers are the angels.” 

Jesus said that the “wrath of God abideth on him” (John 3:36) who has not believed. This means that those who refused to believe in Jesus Christ presently have God’s wrath hanging over their head. However, there is a harvest day coming when this wrath will be outwardly displayed and meted out upon the unsaved. Jesus was teaching in this parable that the actual judgment is going to occur when He returns to earth. This is what Jesus also revealed in the Parable of the Dragnet.  Judgment is coming. Although man exists in the sea of lost humanity today thinking that he can escape the net of God’s judgment, someday this net will be cast into the sea of his existence and sweep through the waters of mankind bringing judgment against all lost humanity who has survived the Tribulation Period. 

Matthew 13:49-50 declares: 

“So shall it be at the end of the world: the angels shall come forth, and sever the wicked from among the just, And shall cast them into the furnace of fire: there shall be wailing and gnashing of teeth.” 

So Jesus is clearly referring to a future time of judgment when the unsaved will be harvested and gathered into His net of judgment. This is also what Joel prophesied about (Joel 3:2, 11-14) and other Old Testament prophets as they envisioned the judgment that will take place when Jesus returns to earth (Ezek. 20:38). This judgment is future and is assigned eschatological terminology  - “end of the age.” Some conclude that the words “when it was full” (vs. 48) indicates that the net is being filled today with a mixture of good and bad fish and it’s assumed that the expression (“when it was full”) suggests there is a mixing of the saved and unsaved occurring today, as they wait for the final time of judgment, or “until” the net will be full, and then judgment will come. But this conclusion seems to miss what Jesus is saying. The Parable of the Wheat and Tares emphasized the coexistence good and evil, not the separation of good and evil, whereas this parable only emphasizes the judgment aspect of Christ’s return. 

Our Lord said that when He returns to earth there would be an immediate gathering and judgment, not a long and drawn out time of judgment. It would be a judgment of both the saved and unsaved. They would be gathered together at the same time and then the unsaved will be judged by God. This future time of judgment is called the Judgment of the Living Nations and is outlined in Matthew 24-25. This is a future gathering of both the saved and unsaved who survive the Tribulation Period. It is not referring to a present-day mixing between the saved and unsaved as some have suggested. The separation and judgment is not now but in the future. It will occur when Jesus returns to earth and just prior to the kingdom reign. This judgment is not to be confused with the Great White Throne Judgment (Rev. 20:11-15) which involves the resurrection of the unsaved and occurs after the Millennium or 1,000 years later. 

The period called the “end of the age” (consummation of the age) confirms that this gathering will occur in the future. The timing of the judgment is going to occur at the close of a specific time period. This is not the end of the world (2 Pet. 3:10-11), which occurs at a later time on God’s prophetic calendar, following the Millennium (Rev. 21:1-2). Jesus was not talking about the destruction of the earth. The term “world” should literally be rendered age (Gk. - “aion”) which means the end of a specific time period. So what time period is Jesus talking about? He is referring to the period of time known as the Tribulation Period. This will be a specific time period that will commence on planet earth following the Rapture (1 Thess. 4:13-18) and a time period that will last seven years in duration that are prophetically divided into two periods of three and one have years (Dan. 7:25; 12:7; Rev. 12:14). Jesus repeatedly used this phrase “the end of the age” (Matt. 13: 39-40, 49; Matt. 24:3, 14). In Matthew 24:3 Jesus places the meaning of the “end of the age” in the context of the Tribulation Period likening it to “great tribulation” (Matt. 24:21) and referring to it as “those days” (Matt. 24:22) and “after the tribulation of those days” (Matt. 24:19). He says that a definite ending would take place following the allotted time of seven years (“and then shall the end come” – Matt. 24:14). Jesus was referring to the end of the Tribulation Period. Jesus also taught that there would be those who physically survive the dreadful events of these seven years.

Matthew 24:13 

“But he that shall endure unto the end, the same shall be saved.” 

This verse must be understood in the context and setting of the Tribulation Period. Those who remain faithful to the Lord (spiritually persevere) until the end of this period of time (the seven year tribulation period) will be physically saved or rescued from the Tribulation Period. Their faithfulness or endurance throughout the Tribulation Period indicates that their salvation was true or genuine since genuine faith always has a quality of permanence. A person can’t be a believer and unbeliever at the same time (Heb. 10:39) and the Bible makes it clear that during the Tribulation Period unbelievers will be blinded in their unbelief (2 Thess. 2:12). 
One must understand that the expression “shall be saved” is not referring to spiritual salvation but to the physical deliverance of people (Matt. 24:13). This verse is not teaching that personal self-effort or some kind of endurance that results in one’s spiritual deliverance of salvation from hell. It refers to a person’s physical deliverance from the Tribulation Period. This means that some who trust in Christ as Savior will physically survive the Tribulation Period and they will herald the Gospel of the Kingdom throughout the world (Rev. 14:1-5). There will be those who live for God throughout the Tribulation Period and those who endure to the end of this time period will be physically saved or spared to enter the Millennium. They will enter the kingdom in physical bodies and be part of a group of people that will populate the earthly theocracy. The 144,000 Jews among many other believers who survive this dreadful time period will enter the glorious kingdom reign.   
In any event, there is going to be a time of coming judgment at the “end of the age” or the consummation of the age (Tribulation Period). As we are going to see in our next point, Jesus taught that the dragnet of His judgment will sweep into the ocean of humanity, when He returns as the King, and it’s then that a separation of the saved and unsaved will occur. The separation and judgment is not now but in the future. This brings us to our next point. 

b. The Task of Judgment (separation)

Matthew 13:49 

“So shall it be at the end of the world: the angels shall come forth, and sever the wicked from among the just.”  

The task of Christ’s judgment involves a separation between the unsaved and saved, which are comparable to “good” (usable fish) and “bad” (unusable) fish (vs. 48) which are then specifically identified as the “wicked” and the “just” or righteous person (vs. 49). This reminds us once again that only the just or righteous will enter the earthly kingdom (Matt. 13:43). Romans 11: 26 says that “There shall come out of Sion the Deliverer, and shall turn away ungodliness from Jacob.” So only the godly or righteous will enter the earthly theocracy.  

We also rediscover in Matthew 13:49 that the angels will be involved in this separation process that occurs at the end of the age. This present age in which we live today is not the age of angels. It’s the age of the Holy Spirit. But during the Tribulation Period and at the end of the age (Tribulation Period or age of the apocalypse) angels will once again become an open and dominant part of earth’s scene. Angels are likened to reapers who gather in the harvest (Matt. 13:30, 39) and to fisherman who gather in a great catch of fish (Matt. 13:48-49). Angelic involvement in this gathering for judgment and separation process is repeatedly seen in the teaching of Jesus (Matt. 16:27; 24:31; 25:31). I have never seen an angel. How could I, they are invisible spirit beings. However, I believe they do exist to assist “the heirs of salvation” (Heb. 1:14) and that they are involved in the affairs of men in ways we will never know until we get to Glory (Matt. 18:10) and are interested in mankind’s redemption (1 Pet. 1:12).  Someday I’m going to be able to see the angels (Heb. 12:22). But one thing is for sure. There will be angelic involvement in the gathering, separation, and judgment of the surviving nations on planet earth following the Tribulation Period (2 Thess. 1:7; Jude 14-15). 

The actual separation process of the Gentile nations is outlined with much detail in Matthew 25:31-46:

“When the Son of man shall come in his glory, and all the holy angels with him, then shall he sit upon the throne of his glory: And before him shall be gathered all nations: and he shall separate them one from another, as a shepherd divideth his sheep from the goats: And he shall set the sheep on his right hand, but the goats on the left. Then shall the King say unto them on his right hand, Come, ye blessed of my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world: For I was an hungred, and ye gave me meat: I was thirsty, and ye gave me drink: I was a stranger, and ye took me in: Naked, and ye clothed me: I was sick, and ye visited me: I was in prison, and ye came unto me. Then shall the righteous answer him, saying, Lord, when saw we thee an hungred, and fed thee? or thirsty, and gave thee drink? When saw we thee a stranger, and took thee in? or naked, and clothed thee? Or when saw we thee sick, or in prison, and came unto thee? And the King shall answer and say unto them, Verily I say unto you, Inasmuch as ye have done it unto one of the least of these my brethren, ye have done it unto me. Then shall he say also unto them on the left hand, Depart from me, ye cursed, into everlasting fire, prepared for the devil and his angels: For I was an hungred, and ye gave me no meat: I was thirsty, and ye gave me no drink: I was a stranger, and ye took me not in: naked, and ye clothed me not: sick, and in prison, and ye visited me not. Then shall they also answer him, saying, Lord, when saw we thee an hungred, or athirst, or a stranger, or naked, or sick, or in prison, and did not minister unto thee? Then shall he answer them, saying, Verily I say unto you, Inasmuch as ye did it not to one of the least of these, ye did it not to me. And these shall go away into everlasting punishment: but the righteous into life eternal.”

This passage reveals the time when the great dragnet will bring men to the shore of judgment to meet their reckoning and doom. The unsaved are comparable to goats while the saved are comparable to sheep. The goats and sheep, much like the bad and good fish, are separated and only the saved enter the kingdom while the unsaved experience God’s judgment. At the close of the age there will be a public manifestation of the division of men. God is going to distinguish between the fantasy and the real thing to see who “shall enter into the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 7:21-23). The true and the counterfeit will be separated. Those who have dealt honestly with the truth, those who respond to is, act upon it, or do something about it, will be saved and enter the kingdom. Jesus said that those who do “the will of my Father” would enter into the kingdom (Matt. 7:21). The true and the false will be exposed in this day. All those who refuse to respond to the Gospel truth and who have been living their own selfish life will not enter the kingdom.

This prophetic passage in Matthew 25, among many others, is describing the exact same time of judgment that will occur when Jesus returns to earth. The prophetic picture of separation between the saved and unsaved at the end of the age (Tribulation Period) is repeated throughout the parabolic teaching of Christ concerning entrance into the kingdom. In the Parable of the Tares there is the separation between wheat and tares (Matt. 13:30, 41-42). In the Parable of the Dragnet there is the separation between the good and bad fish (Matt. 13:47-50). In the Parable of the Marriage Feast there is the separation between guests with and without a wedding garment (Matt. 22:1-14). In the Parable of the Watchful Owner (Matt. 24:42-51) there is the separation between good and evil servants. In the Parable of the Ten Virgins there is the separation between wise and foolish virgins (Matt. 25:1-13). In the Parable of the Talents there is the separation between profitable and unprofitable servants (Matt. 25:14-30). In the Parable of the Sheep and Goats there is a separation between these two animals (Matt. 25:31-46).  

The Judgment of the Living Nations, as represented by the dragnet passing through the sea of Gentile humanity, is a judgment of surviving Gentiles who make it through the Tribulation Period. This is thoroughly addressed in Matthew 25 as we have seen. All will be gathered together and separated by God’s judgment process. Someday God is going to appear in blazing judgment! You might mock at it, scoff at it, and refuse to talk about it, but this will not change the Biblical fact that Jesus Christ is someday going to return in judgment to punish all earth dwellers. 

2 Thessalonians 1:7-9 

“And to you who are troubled rest with us, when the Lord Jesus shall be revealed from heaven with his mighty angels, In flaming fire taking vengeance on them that know not God, and that obey not the gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ: Who shall be punished with everlasting destruction from the presence of the Lord, and from the glory of his power.”  

Life today presents many illusions but one thing is for sure. Judgment is a coming reality and judgment will come at the end of the age. Jesus said that there would be a time when men live as they did in the days of Noah who took their signs of coming judgment lightly and failed to heed God’s messenger (Matt. 24:37-42). But inevitably judgment came in the great Genesis Flood and the entire “world that then was, being overflowed with water, perished” (2 Pet. 3:6). All those who were living and unsaved were ultimately accountable to God and judged. Jesus said that the way it was in Noah’s day is the way it will be when the Son of Man returns to earth to move in judgment. 

Matthew 24:44 

“Therefore be ye also ready: for in such an hour as ye think not the Son of man cometh.” 

When Jesus returns to earth to judge the living or surviving nations of the Tribulation Period with His great dragnet the unsaved will be taken in judgment (“the one shall be taken” – Matt. 24:14) and the saved will be spared (“and the other left”) to enter the Millennium or earthly kingdom. This is going to be a separation that will result in the judgment of the wicked and the entrance of the saved into the Golden Age of the kingdom. 

c. The Terror of Judgment (furnace of fire)

Matthew 13:50 

“And shall cast them into the furnace of fire: there shall be wailing and gnashing of teeth.” 

This is a horrifying verse. It point to the terror that people will face when the returning King judges them. Jesus depicts the coming judgment of the Gentile nations, who survive the Tribulation Period, as a group of people being thrown into a raging furnace of fire. This is the same way Jesus conveyed the details about hell in the Parable of Wheat and Tares. 

Matthew 13:42 

“And shall cast them into a furnace of fire: there shall be wailing and gnashing of teeth.”  

I remember the old furnace that was in one of the buildings of the college where I attended. It looked like something straight out of the industrial revolution. It was a gigantic construction designed to heat a large old building. When the doors were opened one could see a raging furnace of fire. I thought of the words of Jesus when looking at this furnace and how someday unsaved people “shall cast them into a furnace of fire.” People are moving toward an inevitable furnace of fire and someday at the end of the age those who are living on planet earth will be gathered to experience the terror of Hell’s judgment.  

Hell is also described as a place where there will be “wailing and gnashing of teeth.” The word “wailing” denotes the weeping, sobbing, screaming, and shrieking people will express as they contemplate being thrown into eternal judgment and when they experience the wrath of almighty God. The term “gnashing of teeth” (grating of the teeth) conveys the pain and agony that they will experience when thrown into this raging furnace of fire. Thayer says that the gnashing of teeth was “used to denote extreme anguish and utter despair of men consigned to eternal punishment in hell.” Hell is a place of unrelieved torment and horrible misery. The understanding of this phrase (“gnashing of teeth”) may also convey that people will gnash out against Christ as He judges them. They will curse Jesus Christ and complain about their judgment (compare Rev. 16:8-9). Hell is also a place of inseparable darkness without light (Matt. 8:12). It is a place of fire as this verse and others suggest (Matt. 25:41). The terror of judgment is described in Matthew 13:50 and many other related passages in the Bible (Matt. 13:30). It’s a judgment that should cause the unsaved to flee to Jesus Christ for salvation (Acts 16:31) and stir the hearts of God’s people to be better witnesses for Christ (2 Cor. 5:20). 

Perhaps no doctrine is harder to accept emotionally than the doctrine of hell. Yet it is too clear and mentioned too often in Scripture to deny it or ignore it. If there were any doctrine in the Bible that man wants to wish away it’s the doctrine of eternal and endless punishment. But man’s hopes to escape judgment are but illusions. Hell cannot be eliminated from the Bible any more than Heaven can be eliminated from the pages of the Bible. Jesus spoke of hell and coming judgment more than any other persons in the Bible. The principle is set forth in the Old Testament that God takes no pleasure in the death of the wicked (﻿Ezek. 18:23﻿) and does not desire that anyone perish (﻿2 Pet. 3:9﻿). Jesus repeatedly warned about hell to save people from sin’s consequences (Matt. 1:21). This is why we must speak forth those things that Jesus said about hell so that people might heed His warning and be saved. Christ emphasized hell and coming judgment in his teaching and preaching and if you don’t think that He did then have not paid attention to what Jesus spoke about while He was here on earth (Matt. 5:22, 29-30; 12:36-37; 23:14-15, 33; Mark, 9:43-50; Luke 13:3, 5; 16:19-31). 

Jesus spoke of the judgment that is going to occur in connection with His return to earth as the King. He addresses this judgment in many passages. Let me summarize them for you as they appear in the book of Matthew. 

Matthew 8:12 

“But the children of the kingdom shall be cast out into outer darkness: there shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth.”  

Matthew 13:42 

“And shall cast them into a furnace of fire: there shall be wailing and gnashing of teeth.” 

Matthew 13:50 

“And shall cast them into the furnace of fire: there shall be wailing and gnashing of teeth.”  

Matthew 24:39 also says: 

“And knew not until the flood came, and took them all away; so shall also the coming of the Son of man be.” 

Matthew 24:51 

“And shall cut him asunder, and appoint him his portion with the hypocrites: there shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth.” 

Matthew 25:30 

“And cast ye the unprofitable servant into outer darkness: there shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth.” 

Matthew 25:46 

“And these shall go away into everlasting punishment: but the righteous into life eternal.” 

John the Baptist was speaking about this same time of judgment when he said that Jesus would someday return to burn the lost “with unquenchable fire” (Matt. 3:12). The “furnace of fire” (Matt. 13:50) and the “unquenchable fire” (Matt. 3:12) refer to the place called “hades” which is a place of temporary judgment. Many times the English word translated “hell” in our Bibles is literally the Greek word for “hades.” We simply use the world hell as a catch word for all future suffering but actually hades is the place people are punished until they are resurrected to experience hell or the eternal Gehennah of fire that Jesus also spoke about (Matt. 5:22, 29-30; 10:28; 16:18; 18:9; 23:15, 33). In any event, the unsaved are cast into hades when Christ returns to judge the living nations and they will stay in this place of judgment until the time when they are resurrected to experience their eternal doom when facing the Great White Throne Judgment (Rev. 20:11-15). This is their second death or final separation from God where they will experience the eternal righteous judgment of God (Rom. 2:5). 

The Basic Mystery of the Parable

We must remember that these parables present prophetic mysteries that are now being revealed. They encompass the world conditions, events, and programs that will occur between Israel’s rejection of the King and the return of the King to earth (Matt. 13:11, 13-15). There were certain prophetic mysteries associated with the timing and arrival of God’s kingdom program that needed to be revealed in the New Testament. They encompass those events, new programs, and conditions of the world prior to Christ’s return to earth. This seventh parable speaks of a mystery that is related to the timing of judgment, which was to precede the establishment of the kingdom. It reveals the mystery (sacred secret) that judgment would not come upon planet earth during the earthly ministry of Jesus as the Jews had planned. The Jews and disciples expected a judgment to take place in their day before the kingdom would arrive on planet earth (John 6:14-15; Acts 1:6) but this parable reveals that the expected judgment of the King would be postponed until the “end of the age” (Matt. 13:49) after an intervening period of time has elapsed. Instead of Jesus judging the world in His first Advent He would wait to judge the earth until His Second Advent following an interval of time. 

So the secret is that both the kingdom and the judgment associated with the kingdom’s arrival would be postponed until a later time called “the end of the age.” The secret involves the time frame of judgment. Everybody knew that judgment would precede the kingdom (Matt. 13:11-12; Dan. 2:44-45; 7:9-14) but in this parable a secret is revealed that judgment would be delayed until the Messiah returns to the earth as King (2 Thess. 1:7-10), following an interim period of time, which would allow certain events to transpire on planet earth as represented in the parables of the sower, tares, mustard seed, leaven, treasure, and pearl. So the main mystery is this. The expected judgment would be postponed until after the mystery period has run its course and when the Lord Jesus actually returns as King at “the end of the age” (Matt. 13:49). 

It’s interesting to note that the order of judgment is switched in the Parable of the Wheat and Tares verses the Parable of the Dragnet. In the Parable of the Wheat and Tares we observe that the tares are gathered first to go into judgment while the wheat is left to go into the barn (millennium – Matthew 13:30, 41-43). This corresponds with the prophetic details of Matthew 24:36-42. However, in the Parable of the Dragnet the good fish are gathered into vessels and the bad fish cast away. This has led some to teach that the Rapture will happen at the end of the age, or at the ending of the Tribulation Period when Jesus returns, since the good fish are gathered first. But this is once again reading into the text something that is not present. The actual order of judgment is not significant in itself. At the Second Coming there will be a series of judgments upon Jews and Gentiles which has the end result of separating the righteous and the wicked (Matt. 24-25); but each judgment is described as a separate judgment, and the order is not significant. Furthermore, the idea that the good fish being gathered first indicates a post-tribulation Rapture can be disputed with clear passages that teach a pre-tribulation Rapture (1 Thess. 1:10; 5:9-11; Rev. 3:10). 
John Walvoord concludes the parables with these words: 

“In general, the seven parables describe the age between the first and second comings of Christ. This will be a period when some will respond to the truth and others will not. This will be an age when good and evil grow up side by side, with the good not conquering evil and the evil not conquering the good. Separation in judgment occurs at the end when the evil is gathered out and the good is allowed to go into the kingdom. On the one hand, it does not correspond to the postmillennial expectation of an age in which the good gradually overcomes the evil, nor does it fulfill the Old Testament promises of Christ reigning on earth. In fact, through the parables Jesus is seen as absent except where the references are to what He did in His first coming. This chapter, therefore, becomes an important one in filling in what the Old Testament did not reveal concerning the age between the first and second comings of Christ.” 

The Treasury of Truth

Matthew 13:51-52

“Jesus saith unto them, Have ye understood all these things? They say unto him, Yea, Lord. Then said he unto them, Therefore every scribe which is instructed unto the kingdom of heaven is like unto a man that is an householder, which bringeth forth out of his treasure things new and old.”  
Not long ago I had a tropical fish aquarium set up in my study so I could watch and enjoy the beautiful colors of fish swimming back and forth in my aquarium. One of the decorative items in the tank was a treasure chest filled with glittering gold and pearls. Attached to the treasure chest was a little hose, which went to an air pump. As the air made its way through the hose into the treasure chest the lid would open. Air would build up and open the treasure chest and then it would close when the air was released. This process would continue on and every time the treasure chest would open I could see the glistening gold gems and beautiful pearls. 

In this final parable Jesus is going to talk about a man’s treasure where he hides his valuables. But the treasure chest that Jesus is talking about is a spiritual storeroom of treasure that is filled with truths about the earthly messianic kingdom. This is why I’ve called this last parable “The Treasury of Truth.” The treasury spoken of in this parable was a storeroom that was made to keep valuables safe – both new and old valuables. The disciples are pictured as leaders of a household (home owner) who possessed a storehouse filled with both old and new things. The truths that Jesus shared related to the establishment of the earthly kingdom and they are comparable to a spiritual treasure box (vault or storeroom) filled with all kinds of precious truth (spiritual treasure) that is highly valuable and which must be dispensed to others. And these are the treasures that the disciples were to share as owners of the storehouse. So what we are going to examine in this final parable is the spiritual content of the treasure box or storeroom and how Christ’s disciples were to communicate to others the spiritual truth found in this treasure box or treasury of truth. God always has His truth and it’s found in the Bible (2 Tim. 2:15; 1 Thess. 2:13; John 17:17). The treasury of truth we have in the Bible keeps us from searching for truth outside the Bible.  We have a fixed revelation (Deut. 4:2; 12:32; Prov. 30:6; Rev. 1:3; 22:18-19) and all the riches we need for living are found in the Bible – the treasury of truth (Jer. 15:16). 

The Final Parable

This is the final parable that follows the seven parables. The previous seven parables are related to the mystery period of time that would occur before the King returns to earth, and the course of events that would transpire on earth before the King comes back to rule. The seven parables revealed the sacred secrets that would transpire on earth before the Kingdom arrives (Matt. 13:11). They are secrets unknown to the prophets and righteous men of olden times (Matt. 13:17). Some have concluded that this parable is another parable of the same kind (a parable of the kingdom) but this parable acts as a summary parable or a parable of application to the previous seven parables. We conclude this for several reasons. First, the expression “the kingdom of heaven is like” (vs. 52) is not intended to convey the course of events that will occur during the mystery period. Rather, the expression speaks about “every scribe which is instructed unto the kingdom of heaven is like unto” and connotes that Jesus is relating this final parable to His disciples who were to be like scribes. He is not applying the parable to the course and program related to the mystery period. So strictly speaking this is not a parable of the kingdom. Second, the question our Lord asked also indicates that this is a summary parable and not another parable teaching about the mystery period of time. Jesus asked, “Have ye understood all these things?” In other words, our Lord is drawing a summary of the first seven parables when giving this last parable. He is breaking from His teaching about the course of the age in the mystery parables and is now drawing everything together in summary formation. You might call the parable the postscript to Jesus’ teaching on the parables of the mystery kingdom. His concern is that the disciples comprehended the content of the first seven parables and that they would be able to decipher between the old and new material relating to the earthly messianic kingdom so as to dispense it to others. The parable of the sower was used as an introductory parable and this parable now becomes a summary parable. The first and last parables serve as bookends to the parables of the kingdom. 

The Teacher’s Question

After the teaching about the mystery parables was finished, Jesus as the Teacher asks His disciples, “Have ye understood all these things?” The disciples then answered, “Yea Lord” (vs. 51). I remember when my algebra teacher used to ask this same question after he explained a new concept in algebra. “Do you understand these things?” Many times we would convey the same message as the disciples. We would say, “Yes Mr. Math teacher, we understand the new math.” However, when the time for a quiz came it was revealed that we did not have the full understanding of the new algebra concepts. Our problem in algebra class was the same problem the disciples had. They said they understood everything that Jesus shared about the mystery period but later when the test came it was revealed that they did not understand all that Jesus told them. This is why the disciples were perplexed when Jesus repeatedly spoke of His coming death and resurrection (John 16:13-25). The disciples did not comprehend how Jesus could be King over His people if He died. This tells us they were not expecting a mystery period of time to run its course before Jesus returns to earth as the King. 

The disciples did not fully grasp how there would be an interim period of time that would elapse following the death of the Messiah, which would last several thousand years. They did not understand the extent or our Lord’s teaching about the mystery period of time and all the events that would take place on earth before Jesus returns as King. They could not piece the puzzle together about the Church Age and Tribulation Period. Even after His resurrection the disciples asked Jesus if He was going to restore the kingdom to Israel (Acts 1:6) and there was an anticipation of the coming King and the times of restitution (Acts 3:19-21). This tells us that the disciples failed to grasp all the glorious truths that Jesus anticipated in the parables such as the formation of the Church and how the Gentiles would relate to the Jews in a new body of believers prior to the establishment of the earthly kingdom. This would gradually become more apparent to them as time went on and additional revelation was given (Acts 15:14; Ephesians 3). It would take more revelation in the New Testament epistles to fill in all the details that were anticipated in the parables of the kingdom. When the disciples said they understood all that Jesus had said (“Yea Lord”) there is almost a Biblical sense of humor in this line. There is no possible way that the disciples could piece together the entire program of the Lord without additional information that would come later. 

Although the disciples understood the actual words that Jesus conveyed to them and the practical illustrations they could not fully comprehend the content of the revelation. On the level at which they were able to understand at that time, they understood.  However, as time went on their understanding would be greatly expanded. Jesus in His post-resurrection ministry would undoubtedly fill in more details about the kingdom program (Acts 1:3 – “speaking of the things pertaining to the kingdom of God”). In addition, the Holy Spirit would also teach them following the Day of Pentecost (John 16:12-15). Then too, the final revelation of the New Testament epistles and apocalyptic texts would bring a complete revelation and understanding of all that Jesus taught in the mysteries of the kingdom (Rev. 1:1 – “The revelation of Jesus Christ”). We are a privileged people to understand about the mysteries of the kingdom through the added revelation of New Testament Scriptures (1 Cor. 2:12). We can know the complete content, calculation of time, and the course of the age as Jesus taught in Matthew 13. 

The Things New and Old

Jesus pictures a householder (head of a family) bringing out of his treasury or vault (storehouse of safekeeping) treasures that are both new and old. The head of a household was responsible for the entire welfare of the family. A major part of his duty was to maintain ample supplies of food, clothing, and all other things that the members of the household might need. He kept these supplies in a storehouse, or treasury and used items as they were needed. The wise householder was very frugal and was careful not to waste the supplies. Food that was uneaten and clothing that was no longer worn were returned to the treasure to be used again at a later time. When further need arose the old supplies would be used first before any things new supplied were issued. 

This analogy is used to convey how there was new kingdom truth being presented that was previously unknown and old kingdom truth that was previously known. The use of the adjectives “new” (fresh things) and “old” (worn out things) is very fitting for this conclusion about the parables of the kingdom. The old things have reference to the truths that were already revealed in the Old Testament Scriptures concerning the earthly kingdom. The Old Testament prophets predicted about a kingdom over which Messiah would rule and reign from the throne of David (Isa. 9:7; 16:5; 32:1; Jer. 23:5). They predicted that it would be a time of world peace and prosperity (Isa. 2:4; 35:1; Joel 3:10; Micah 4:3; Ezek. 34:26). They predicted of a time when the curse upon creation would be lifted and how the lion and lamb will dwell together (Isa. 11:6-7). These are the old truths that the disciples read and knew about from Old Testament Scriptures. They are olden treasures of truth about God’s kingdom program that were already covered in the Scriptural storehouse of God’s Old Testament revelation.  

Stanley Toussaint comments in more detail concerning on the similarities between the truth presented in the Old Testament about the kingdom (the old treasures) and how it concurs with similar truth presented in the mystery parables about the kingdom. Thus, in these seven parables there was old kingdom truth presented which the disciples should have already known about.  Toussaint comments: 

“The Old Testament prophecies about the kingdom expected a judgment to precede the establishment of the kingdom (Dan. 7:21-27); the parables concur (Matt. 13:30, 41-42, 49-50). The Old Testament prophet foresaw the giving of rewards to the righteous which would be manifested in the kingdom (Daniel 12:2-3); the parables present the same truth (Matthew 13:30, 41-42). Daniels prophecy of the stone “cut out without hands” indicates that the coming of the kingdom was to be supernatural (Daniel 2:34); the parables state the same fact (Matthew 13:30, 40-41). The kingdom was to come suddenly (Isaiah 46:13; Daniel 2:34, 44-45; Malachi 3:1); again the parables agree (Matthew 13:30, 40-41, 48-49). The authority of the prophesied Messianic kingdom was to be universal (Psalm 2:8); the kingdom presented in Matthew 13 likewise stands throughout the world (Matthew 13:38-41). The conclusion is patent: the nature of the kingdom portrayed in the parables is the same as that pictured by the Old Testament prophets.” 
There was plenty of old treasure being presented in the kingdom parables. But what about the new treasure? We must give some examples of the new treasury of truth that is related to God’s kingdom program? Obviously there were many things related to God’s earthly kingdom program that were not revealed in the Old Testament. They are called the “new” things that came out of God’s treasury of New Testament revelation. The mysteries about the kingdom dealt with the new truth that was now being revealed to the disciples in parabolic form (Matt. 13:17). The new truths about the kingdom dealt with such things as the timing of the kingdom’s arrival, the postponement of the kingdom, the introduction of the Church age, and the world conditions, events, and programs that would occur on planet earth before the kingdom comes. The disciples knew the kingdom would include righteousness, but they did not know that there would be a period of time upon planet earth where wickedness and evil would prevail. In the years prior to the kingdom’s arrival there would be an unhealthy response to the kingdom message, there would be the mixing of the true and the false, an unnatural growth of professing believers, and a corrupting leavening process that would bring total corruption in the world. These are all sacred secrets that were not previously revealed. They are new truths about the kingdom.

The disciples certainly knew about the golden age when Messiah would rule with a rod of iron but they did not know about the Church age that would occur before the kingdom arrives. In these parables Jesus spoke of the new truth concerning a period of time that would prevail on planet earth before the kingdom arrives. It would be an interim period of time characterized by professing followers, both good and evil. A state of confusion and chaos would abound until the kingdom arrives. This era would have a small beginning but it would grow into a great tree of professors. Once this process began, it could not be stopped, and within it God would maintain His people Israel and create a new outreach ministry called the Church. God will postpone His Jewish plans and create a new program called the Church while keeping His ancient people hidden and waiting for their future glory and promises to come to pass. These are all new things about the kingdom.

 As we contemplate the meaning of the new and old things, we might also comment on how the Jews knew about the old traditional understanding about the kingdom in relationship to its Jewish distinctiveness and covenant promises. Jesus might also be alluding to the fact that Israel’s place in the coming kingdom is assured and that the old kingdom promises and hope offered to Israel will not be annulled (Rom. 9:4). The old understanding about the kingdom must be reinforced. Israel will always be part of God’s treasure (Matt. 19:28). However, the new understanding about the kingdom is that kingdom citizens are going to be produced which the Jewish people of Christ’s day did not anticipate as being part of the kingdom. The new element of the treasure anticipated God’s work in and though the Church. A new treasure prepared for the kingdom will be found before the kingdom arrives on planet earth.

Through these parables Jesus answered the question, “What happened to the kingdom?” The answer is simple. God’s kingdom will be established on earth after an interim period of time has elapsed where mysteries or sacred secrets about the kingdom will be fulfilled. These are secrets about the kingdom that were never revealed in the Old Testament prophets (Matt. 13:17). They envision the time prior to the kingdom’s establishment and the specific events, programs, and world conditions before the King returns. During this time many kingdom citizens will be produced. In the end, the preparation time for the coming kingdom leads to the harvest of a largely Gentile salvation into the coming kingdom (Col. 4:11; 1 Thess. 2:12; 2 Tim. 4:18; Matt. 25). Christ has His new treasure (the Church) but He has not forgotten about His old treasure (Israel). 

The Practical Points of Application

In Matthew 13:51 he disciples said that they understood all that Jesus had said to them (“Yea Lord”). Apparently Jesus accepted their response as genuine; otherwise He would not have said to them, “Therefore every scribe which is instructed unto the kingdom of heaven is like unto a man that is an householder, which bringeth forth out of his treasure things new and old” (Matt. 13:52).  

There are several practical points of application that we can develop from this postscript parable. 

Understanding and Living

Although the disciples could not comprehend the complete course and events of the ages, prior to the coming kingdom, their response seemed to be genuine. Jesus accepted their response and this tells us the value of understanding divine truth. Today we must be committed to understanding truth. Understanding truth is the great liberator of the Christian life (John 8:32). Comprehending how God wants us to live allows us to see life from His perspective. We must read the Bible and begin to understand what God wants from our lives and how He expects us to live. Paul prayed that the Colossians “might be filled with the knowledge of his will in all wisdom and spiritual understanding” (Col. 1:9). The spiritual understanding of truth is the gateway to a new way of living. It opens the door to doing right, living right, and seeking the right things in life. Proverbs 16:22, “Understanding is a wellspring of life unto him that hath it: but the instruction of fools is folly.” 

Learning and Living
As a result of hearing these new kingdom truths they would now be responsible to share these teachings with others even as a disciple was responsible for sharing the truth he has learned. A household owner of a storeroom would be responsible for sharing his wealth with those for whom he was responsible. In a similar way, the disciples were responsible to share the new truths and their knowledge about kingdom with others. In this parable the Lord is reminding them of their responsibility to share the truth they had learned concerning “the kingdom of heaven” or the time when the heavens will rule planet earth in a theocracy. Jesus points out their two-fold responsibility as a “scribe” (a learner) and someone who is “instructed” (a trained follower). The word “instructed” (vs. 52) means to disciple and connotes a person who is trained to follow the precepts and instructions of another person. Thus, the disciples were to record, learn, and interpret the words that Jesus gave, as a scribe, but also they were expected to follow these words in everyday living. 

A scribe was not only responsible to record, teach, and study the Scriptures; he was also expected to obey the Scriptures. So here is a practical point of the parable. We must not only study and interpret the Bible correctly; we must also obey it. James 1:22 says, “But be ye doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving your own selves.” Practicing what we learn is vitally important in the Christian life. It is difficult to keep our lives balanced. We often emphasize learning at the expense of living. Likewise, we may get so busy serving God that we do not take time to listen to His Word. Someone said: “Every scribe must be a disciple, and every disciple must be a scribe.” The practical point of application is this. We must put into practice what we learn so that our lives will be different and fruitful. 

The disciples were to learn about the course of the ages up to the time when kingdom would be established on earth. In a practical way the business of the Christian scribe, who is trained in God’s Word, should be to understand life. We are to be like a scribe trained to see what God is doing and how God is working. It is the business of the Christian to learn how to live realistically and see God’s sovereign hand working in the events of life (Rom. 8:28). God wants us to learn how to live and see the course that God has for our own personal lives. In a broad sweeping way we can know what God is trying to do in our own personal lives. He is trying to make us more like His Son Jesus Christ (2 Cor. 3:18). As scribes trained in God’s Word we should also be able to see what God is doing from a world perspective as the ages roll along. We can look at the events of the world, understand the times (1 Chronicles 12:32), and know that God is in control. We can know that everything is moving according to God’s plans within the divinely ordained mystery period. This can bring us great comfort and we can remember to “be still and know that he is God” (Psalm 46:10). God is sovereign and He is in control. God is still on the throne. 

The Treasure for Living

The Bible is the treasure we need for everyday living. Both the old things that we have learned many years ago are still important for our daily living. But we also must keep learning new things if we are going to continue to grow in our knowledge, understanding, and spiritual living. We must keep the old but also keep learning new things from God’s Word. Staying fresh in the Word on a daily basis is very important to the Christian life. We must keep coming to the storehouse of God’s Word and find the treasures that He has waiting for us so that our lives can be changed (2 Tim. 3:16-17). 

“Holy Bible! book divine!

Precious treasure! thou art mine:

Mine to tell me whence I came;

Mine to tell me what I am.”

Change and Living

The facts that Jesus said the treasures are “old” is an important note of application. Some people say today that nothing remains the same. Everything is changing. There are no absolutes. The old bygone days of absolute truth has vanished into a day of relativism. This is a lie! There are great things which never have changed and never will change. Jesus reminds us of the old tried and true things that remain the test of time. They are the “old paths” (Jer. 6:16) of the Bible that never will be changed as long as the universe is here, beyond time as we know it, and even as long as God exists. 

Isaiah 40:8 

“The grass withereth, the flower fadeth: but the word of our God shall stand for ever.” 

Conclusion

Today the kingdom is being fulfilled in its mystery form as the sacred secrets about the kingdom run their course. We have seen that the present age (Church Age) and the next age (Tribulation Age) will be one of conflict and the counterfeit. The cluster of kingdom parables has explained the course of the future prior to the establishment of the Millennial Kingdom. But someday the actual literal Millennial Kingdom is going to be established upon the earth. Until then a mystery period of the kingdom will run its course that began with Christ’s earthly ministry, continues into the Church age, and through the Tribulation Period. But someday the actual manifestation of the kingdom will take place. 

In light of all these things we need to see the ages from God’s viewpoint. This will keep us from frustration (Gal. 6:9). It will also cause us to remember that God’s plans cannot be frustrated. The King and the Kingdom will eventually be established upon earth. Everything is moving toward earth’s ultimate destiny and the “dispensation of the fulness of times” (Eph. 1:10). 

Luke 1:33 

“And he shall reign over the house of Jacob for ever; and of his kingdom there shall be no end.” 

	Mt. Calvary
	Valley Between Consists of:
	Mt. of Olives

	First Advent 

The Cross
	Mysteries about the Kingdom which were Prophetical and Dispensational in Nature
	Second Advent 

The Kingdom

	Matthew 13:17 

For verily I say unto you, That many prophets and righteous men have desired to see those things which ye see, and have not seen them; and to hear those things which ye hear, and have not heard them. 
This is because the Old Testament saints could not figure out the timing of Christ’s death and His return to earth as the King. Neither could they see the events that would occur in the hidden valley of time between the two advents of Christ. This is a period of time which has already lasted for some 2,000 years.

Matthew 13:9 

“Who hath ears to hear, let him hear.”
	The mysteries revolved around the timing of Christ’s suffering and kingdom and the events that would transpire between these two Advents prior to the kingdoms arrival to earth

(1 Pet. 1:10; Acts 1:6) 

Israel would reject the King 

The King would return to Heaven  

The Kingdom postponed

Parable of Sower

During His absence the truth would be sown in the entire world (Matt. 13:38) – Responses and reactions to the Word of God during the King’s absence

“Go ye into all the world” (Mark 16:15)

Parable of the Wheat and Tares

The world will be a mixture of 

good and evil 

Christendom (Professing Christianity)

The Parable of the Mustard Seed

Unnatural and alarming growth of evil will seemingly dominate everything  

Apostasy in Professing Church

(1 Tim. 4:1) 

Parable of the Leaven in the Meal 

The world will culminate into a leavened or evil monstrosity that defies God and all that is righteous

False Doctrine in the Church

Parables of Treasure and Pearl

Jesus as the Messiah would die for the entire world, represented by the field (vs. 38) so that He might purchase a hidden treasure in this field (Israel - vs. 44) and a pearl of great price (Church – vs. 45).

Church Age

Israel’s salvation at Christ’s 

Second Coming

Parable of the net

Just prior to the kingdom’s arrival earth’s living population will be gathered to determine who will enter the kingdom 
Judgment of Living Nations

At Christ’s Second Coming
	1 Thessalonians 5:1 

But of the times and the seasons, brethren, ye have no need that I write unto you. 

This is because today we can know the truths that were hidden in the Old Testament days as we study additional New Testament revelation in the Scriptures. We can now see and understand about the prophetical and dispensational events that would occur between the two advents of Christ. We can look into the valley and learn the secrets! 

Matthew 13:16

“But blessed are your eyes, for they see, and your ears, for they hear.” 

Pastor Kelly Sensenig   
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