10th July 2011
Mt 13: 24 -30 and 36 – 43

The realism of the Kingdom of Heaven
Introduction

If you were in church on 22nd May you will recall we explored the Sermon on the Mount as part of our E100 series of sermons. And you will recall I mentioned that there are five major blocks
 of Jesus’ teaching recorded in the gospel of Matthew which speak richly of the Kingdom of Heaven, and has been inaugurated by the birth, ministry, death and resurrection of the Son of God. 
Matthew centres his gospel on these major blocks of teaching and it’s to another block of teaching we turn to this morning. Our reading has been referred to as part of the ‘Chapter of Parables’. Now as any preacher will tell you, parables are difficult to preach on – how can one possibly teach or explain things better than Jesus? So we must look deeper into what is happening here and ask ourselves some questions. Such as what is Jesus doing here? Why does He speak to two different audiences? What do these parables tell us? Is there a progression through the chapter, is something being built up here? 

A look back

To answer these questions we must first look back and place the chapter into some form of context. And for that we can delve into earlier chapters to start to get a picture of the context of the ‘Chapter of Parables’ and indeed the whole theological thrust of Jesus’ teaching in Matthew. The major teaching blocks are primarily about the fulfilment of the Kingdom of Heaven and the narrative blocks in between are primarily about confrontation with the existing religious order that had developed. 

We first see the fulfilment theme given to us in Chapter 5 with the Sermon on the Mount, with regard the Law and the Prophets, Jesus says – ‘I have come to fulfil them’ rather than abolish them.
 What we see is how Jesus by His atoning death comes to fulfil all that the OT talked about. He comes first to the lost sheep of Israel which is demonstrated in chapter 10 when Jesus sends out the twelve, giving, ‘them authority to drive out impure spirits and to heal every disease and illness.’
  We see clearly here that Jesus is giving His authority to His disciples and the resources to carry it out – ‘for it will not be you speaking, but the Spirit of your Father speaking through you.’
 It’s interesting to note this priority is followed through the apostolic ministry of Paul where although he has been called to a ministry amongst the Gentiles he first goes as we see repeatedly in Acts to the Jews and with the same authority from Jesus.
With the benefit of hindsight we know what the Pharisees and others are plotting to do to Jesus but His disciples aren’t privy to that at this point but Jesus encourages His followers when He tells them not to be afraid and to proclaim from the rooftops what they have heard.

In chapter 12 we begin to see against the backdrop of healings and miraculous signs the confrontation towards Jesus which is becoming more vocal from the religious leaders of the day. Jesus is proclaiming the Kingdom of Heaven throughout the towns and villages of the region and the Pharisees are becoming concerned that this teaching is upsetting their religious apple cart.
The twin illustrations of the corn and the healing of the man demonstrate how far the Pharisees had moved away from the Spirit of the OT and how they had bound the OT to their own way of thinking and restrictive interpretation. 
And this is what they want to do with Jesus as well; to cut Him down to size, make Him conform to their way of understanding. They have confined God to a box and they want to put this man there as well. How much today do we try and contain God in a box, to be brought out when it suits and have Him perform something for us? We can be tempted to bring God down to our level, for our own fulfilment. With that thinking there is but a short step for finding reasons not to hear the gospel.

It is this thinking that leads the Pharisees to demand that Jesus perform a sign towards the end of the chapter. This then is the confrontation that has been brewing between the Pharisees and Jesus.
Jesus in answering recognises in them their unbelief and through them the unbelief of the people. He tells them that ‘something greater than Jonah is here’
 and ‘something greater than Solomon is here.’

What is this something? Well, it is revealed in chapter 13 which contains our parable, namely the arrival of the Kingdom of Heaven; fulfilment then in the midst of confrontation. 
The Chapter of Parables
Here in this block of teaching Jesus Himself confronts the unbelief of those around Him. The new community that Jesus has been talking about is one in which all the individuals will do the will of the Father. And it’s in that explanation of this new community that we arrive at chapter 13. We have two blocks of parables presented to us, one of four and one of three. The Parable of the Weeds is first laid out and then explained. But note that there are two different audiences for the telling and the interpretation.
Parables it is suggested point to something else. ‘They are not merely stories to enjoy. They hold up one reality to serve as a mirror of another’
 – the Kingdom of Heaven. 
The first block is addressed to the crowds where Jesus explains that the Kingdom of Heaven has arrived and is growing. But what we are told plainly is that people won’t listen and so it is in each generation. There are even plenty of ‘church goers’ who listen each week to the Word of God and don’t comprehend the truth for themselves. Acting like those that Jesus talks about in the fulfilment of the prophecy of Isaiah.
 And lest we be self righteous there are those in our own church who fall into that particular category.
Specifically in the Parable of the Weeds the question is addressed - if the Kingdom is here why is evil still present in the world? A question that is not uncommon in our own generation. In the face of evil Jesus says the Kingdom still grows – it involves both involvement and patience. In the face of this continuing unbelief Jesus assures us that His Kingdom is still growing despite this (the Parable of the Mustard Seed and the Yeast).

The second block of parables have an altogether different audience; it is to the disciples that Jesus now explains Himself. Here are the group that will form that new community that He has been talking about, the faithful few who will inherit the Kingdom of Heaven. Jesus talks of the end of the age when judgement falls on the earth and its peoples. Lest we forget we also will stand before God’s throne and be scrutinised. 

To highlight the importance of the gospel and obedience to it Jesus offers His disciples two very short parables which demonstrate the value of the Kingdom to them. Here then is the importance to us of not only hearing the gospel but living it out.   
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