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44 ‘The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field, which someone found and 
hid; then in his joy he goes and sells all that he has and buys that field.  

45 ‘Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a merchant in search of fine pearls; 46on finding 
one pearl of great value, he went and sold all that he had and bought it.  

47 ‘Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a net that was thrown into the sea and caught 
fish of every kind; 48when it was full, they drew it ashore, sat down, and put the good 
into baskets but threw out the bad. 49So it will be at the end of the age. The angels will 
come out and separate the evil from the righteous 50and throw them into the furnace of 
fire, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.  

51 ‘Have you understood all this?’ They answered, ‘Yes.’ 52And he said to them, 
‘Therefore every scribe who has been trained for the kingdom of heaven is like the 
master of a household who brings out of his treasure what is new and what is old.’  

 

 
It’s Day Two of the official shelter-in-place order here in Wichita Falls. Yet, in 

reality, things have been different for more than two weeks. For the better part of the 

last 14 days, the COVID-19 coronavirus crisis has thrust many of you into new roles 

and titles. Some of you are now teachers. Some of you are now chefs.  Some of you are 

now manicurists and hairstylists. Some of you now serve as your own personal trainer 

and as your own landscaper. Some of you are now videoconferencing support 

engineers. I’ve even taken on a new role. I’m now a televangelist! 

As these new roles are forced upon us and we live into different realities, the 

question we are all asking is, “When will things go back to normal?” Will we ever shake 

hands again? Will there ever be face-to-face meetings again? Will our kids ever leave 

our houses and go to school again? Will we ever be able to give into that powerful urge 

to touch our faces again? 
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History shows that both positive and negative changes have resulted from previous 

disruptions of this magnitude. The bubonic plague in the 14th Century resulted in the 

deaths of more than 25 million Europeans, but it also led to the decline in serfdom as 

work opportunities and social mobility increased. Similarly, the 1918 Spanish Flu 

infected more than 500 million people worldwide, but also brought about the 

institution of numerous preventative public health measures. These included the 

requirement to report suspected cases, and the expansion of street cleaning and public 

sanitation services. In fact, this flu outbreak even led several European countries, in an 

effort to limit exposure, to prohibit long church sermons. Sunday instruction was to 

last no more than five minutes.i Luckily, that prohibition ended… 

More recently, the HIV/AIDS epidemic in the 1980s led to changes in how needles 

were handled as well as other practices to mitigate transmission through blood and 

blood products. 

And it isn’t just disease that changes societal norms. For many, the Great 

Depression changed the way they thought about news, employment, and possessions. 

Likewise, many of us remember a time when we didn’t have to take our shoes off at 

the airport to go through security….days when we could see our loved ones off at the 

gate – days before the events of September 11, 2001. It even appears that the #MeToo 

movement has rightly altered the landscape of gender relations in the office. 

Chances are, some of the transformations brought about by COVID-19 won’t be all 

bad. Some of us may never wash hands for less than 20 seconds again. But, some of 

our current social-distancing practices might be longer lasting. Will contactless delivery 

become the norm, where we don’t even talk to the pizza delivery guy? Going forward, 

will there always be plexiglass between us and the cashier? Will we ever go to the 

movies again, or will we simply come home from work and turn on the latest version 
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of the Tiger King? Who knows…will we even go to work in an office outside our 

homes? 

It remains to be seen which ones will follow the pattern. Generally, new paradigms 

of living follow a pattern like this: the introduction, or advent, of a critical situation 

highlights the need for a reversal of the way things have been done, which ultimately 

ends up in new actions or behaviors. Indeed, it is this same advent/reversal/action 

pattern that we see in the three parables of our scripture lesson this morning. 

Our scripture lesson from Matthew, Chapter 13, comes in the midst of the conflict 

section of Matthew. In Chapter 12, the Pharisees have begun to conspire against him. 

Not only that, Jesus’s brother and mother had come to fetch him, but Matthew doesn’t 

tell us why. Then, shortly after our scripture lesson, Matthew will portray Jesus being 

rejected by the people of Nazareth, his hometown. “Isn’t he just Joseph’s boy, the 

carpenter’s son?” they will ask.  Jesus has unsettled quite a few people. 

It is in between these two scenes that Jesus, sitting in a boat with the crowd 

standing on the shore, introduces a series of familiar parables about the kingdom of 

heaven. The first three tend to be more familiar to us: the parable of the sower, the 

parable of the mustard seed, and the parable of the wheat and the weeds. Less familiar 

are the three parables of the hidden treasure, the pearl, and the net. Yet, all of them are 

focused on the same thing: the kingdom of heaven. 

There is an important thing to remember whenever you come across a parable of 

Jesus in the New Testament, including these parables this morning. You have to 

remember that words have meaning. That they are powerful. The words of a parable 

don’t simply describe things but actually make them happen. Words aren’t merely 

descriptive but are evocative, even creative. 

Here’s an example of what I mean. When two people say “I do” in the context of a 

marriage ceremony, they are not merely describing the relationship they are entering 
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into but are actually creating it. The words they say have meaning. In much the same 

way, the parables of our scripture lesson invite us to be moved, to feel in our bones 

what it means when God gets involved in our lives and in the world.ii 

But for this guidance to be truly helpful, we have to try to wrap our heads around 

what Jesus means by the kingdom of heaven – a phrase he uses 32 times in the Gospel 

of Matthew. Unfortunately, mention “heaven” and most of us think about it in one of 

two ways. The first way we think of heaven is as a wonderful feeling. Before this week, 

some of us might have described “heaven” as not having to go to the office, staying at 

home in your PJ’s, binge-watching Netflix, and avoiding the crowds at the restaurants. 

Two days into a shelter-in-place order and your definition might have already changed. 

But, the description remains valid. We think of heaven as a relaxing place where the 

demands upon us are low. 

The other way we think of heaven is as the place where God resides; a far-off place 

we hope to go to someday. Several years ago, Starbucks Coffee launched a campaign 

called “The Way I See It.” Various quotes from different sources were printed on the 

coffee cups. “The Way I See It” #230 said this: 

 
“Heaven is totally overrated. It seems boring. Clouds, listening to people play the harp. It 
should be somewhere you can’t wait to go, like a luxury hotel. Maybe blue skies and soft music 
were enough to keep people in line in the 17th century, but Heaven has to step it up a bit. 
They’re basically getting by because they only have to be better than Hell.” - Joel Stein, 
columnist for the LA Times.iii 

 
Obviously, Joel Stein was influenced by popular caricatures of what heaven looks 

like – clouds, blue skies, little cherubs playing harps. Read Revelation 4 and 5 and you 

get a “slightly” different description of heaven. The picture those chapters paint of 

heaven suggest that many, numbering thousands upon thousands, worshiping around 

the throne of God.  (Revelation 5:11)  
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But neither of these ways of thinking quite capture what Jesus is saying about the 

kingdom of heaven. Jesus isn’t talking about a relaxing way of being or the place we 

wish to be eternally. Jesus is talking about the rule of God in the world – in today’s 

world. Yet, he never concisely defines “kingdom of heaven.” Instead, he gives us clues 

about the nature of the kingdom of heaven – what it might be like when people follow 

God’s will on earth; where people are experiencing the reign of God. 

That’s what we find in Matthew Chapter 13. The parable of the wheat and the 

weeds does not tell us what the kingdom of heaven is like but describes the challenge 

and importance of righteous living in the midst of a world that seeks to choke out the 

good news of God. Likewise, the parables of the mustard seed and leaven do not give 

instruction about what the kingdom is like but call for faith in the God who is active in 

the tiny movement initiated by Jesus.iv 

In much the same way, we don’t get a definition of the kingdom of heaven in the 

three parables we are focused on this morning. Instead, we get more clues. And the 

clues we find in the first two parables, the treasure and the pearl, stress the human 

response to what God is doing…The emphasis, though, is not on finding, whether 

accidental as in the first parable or the result of long diligence as in the second. Instead, 

Jesus emphasizes the overwhelming response made to the discovery.v A little like a 

pandemic, these discoveries disrupt normal daily life and priorities, and bring about 

risk and sacrifice. 

One way to think about this is like discovering you have a once-in-a-lifetime hand in 

poker. Realizing what cards you have in your hand, with joy and commitment, you 

push all your chips to the center – you go “all in.” That’s the kind of response Jesus is 

describing. Our response to the incredible, gracious gift of participation in God’s rule 

must be total.vi We are putting our whole lives on the line. 
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Our third parable, the parable of the net, also doesn’t provide a clear definition of 

the kingdom of heaven. But what this parable does is serve as an exclamation point for 

all the others. What it suggests is that the kingdom of heaven draws all creation. Just 

like a net pulled through the water that gathers up everything in its path, including not 

only fish, but turtles, seaweed, old bottles, and trash, the kingdom of heaven captures 

all of us. All of us can be captivated by the reign of God. And the assurance this last 

parable provides is that the kingdom of heaven is a result of God, not us. Oh, we have 

a responsibility in living out God’s will, but what Jesus tells us is that the kingdom of 

heaven is already here – it just needs to be uncovered and acknowledged with our 

whole lives. 

That’s the advent/reversal/action pattern of these parables. The advent of the 

kingdom whether we seek it or not, brings about a reversal of values, leading to the 

crucial action that obtains the new.vii And it is this action, that is both puzzling and out 

of step with those who live by the old values, is central in each of these parables.viii 

If you remember the counsel I gave about parables a few minutes ago, you 

remember that the words of a parable don’t simply describe things but actually make 

them happen. We don’t know what a word means until we feel what it does. In other 

words, the words of these parables will take on different meanings for each of us. For 

some they might function as a challenge: Be careful.  People who have been infected by the 

gospel have done crazy, counter-cultural things like sharing all they have with others, standing up for 

their values in the midst of panic buying and anxiety, looking out for the underprivileged and 

vulnerable, and sharing their faith with people around them. For others, these parables will 

serve as a much-needed word of encouragement: Hang in there! God’s new reality is closer 

than you think, already seeping into your life even though you can’t always feel it. To other still, 

these parables will come as a profound promise: No matter what it may look like, God’s 

kingdom will prevail. And so in the face of pandemic and panic, we claim God’s peace. When 



7 

confronted with illness, we look to God’s eternal healing. When faced with hate, we proclaim love. 

Why? Because the kingdom is coming and before you know it, it will transform everything.ix  

Today, the news stories will include the latest discoveries about how long 

coronavirus remains on contaminated surfaces and is transmitted through the air. 

Scientists and medical professionals will warn us to watch what we touch, to wash our 

hands frequently, to cover our coughs and sneezes, to avoid close contact with others, 

and to avoid touching our eyes, noses, and mouths. They will suggest new patterns for 

our behavior in order to avoid infection from what might be right in front of us. 

What Jesus said is that the kingdom of heaven is right in front of us, ready to be 

discovered. The question is, will we let the kingdom of heaven shape our lives? Will we 

let it bring about new patterns in our lives? In the midst of a shelter-in-place, will we 

just “stay in,” feeding our anxieties and selfish concerns? Or will we go “all in,” seeking 

to live our faith by consistently pursuing peace? A peace that can only come from 

God. 

What Jesus’ parables remind us is that our faith, and the kingdom we announce 

finally, isn’t an intellectual idea but an experience. It’s an experience of the creative and 

redemptive power of God that continues to change lives. Who’s ready for the 

experience? 
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