
"The kingdom of heaven is like a treasure hidden in a field, which a man found and covered up. 
Then in his joy he goes and sells all that he has and buys that field. 

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

Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a net that was thrown into the sea and gathered fish of every kind. 
When it was full, men drew it ashore and sat down and sorted the good into containers but threw away the bad. 

So it will be at the end of the age.  The angels will come out and separate the evil from the righteous  
and throw them into the fiery furnace. In that place, there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. 

Have you understood all these things?" They said to him, "Yes." 
And he said to them, "Therefore, every scribe who has been trained for the kingdom of heaven  

is like the master of a house, who brings out of his treasure what is new and what is old." 
Matthew 13:44-52 

"A Scribe Trained in the Kingdom of Heaven"                                                                                 Pastor Stephen Ridge 
    Well, of course, this morning I will share with you the last message I will give from this pulpit as the pastor of the 
church.  But the more cynical among you could fairly ask, "What's the point of even noting the occasion?"  Next week, the 
choir will be up front, singing for Little Christmas, and there I'll be, like Waldo, back here in the front of the church.  And 
the week after that I'll preach and preside over a Communion service, and in the weeks that follow I will continue to 
preach and lead along with the others who have joined me at that for more than a year now.  So the occasion today is not 
that you'll see the last of me. 
    The occasion is that this will be the last message I give as, in Jesus' words, "a scribe trained for the kingdom of heaven."  
Since the days of the apostles, it has been the custom in Christian congregations to set aside one person, usually a man, and to 
compensate him so that he has time and space to really study God's Word, and then to reflect on it at worship services and in 
Bible studies so that what happened to the Pharisees in the centuries before Christ, or to the Latin church in the Middle Ages 
doesn't happen to us.   
    The danger is that, if God's Word is not really studied, if the commandments and gospels are not understood in light of 
where and how God actually spoke in human history, our wayward souls will distort God's truth into something that works 
for us, a sort of popular religion that only repeats our prejudices and confirms our superstitions.  It is God's Word correctly 
understood by God's people together in light of history, His Story, that will keep us headed for God and distinct, different 
in thoughts and feelings and taste from the people around us for whom the coming of Jesus was no event of particular 
importance.      
    And the together part, our handling God's Word in the congregations God has called us to serve, with the people God has 
called us to love, that together part is what is in the most danger right now in our society today. Because here in the modern 
west, we are individualists, and we tend to learn our gospel from the outlets we favor and the teachers we fancy and, being 
the heroes of our own stories, we don't have time to hear and consider the thoughts and ideas and feelings and questions that 
the people we know and worship with every week bring to the table.  After all, learning gospel with people we know can be 
difficult, time consuming, and messy.   
    Better, we think, to form into like-minded cliques, unbounded by the rules and obligations that Jesus and the apostles 
imposed on the Church.  But Church is necessary and special because here in church at worship, in Bible Study, at Sunday 
School, we don't get to pick what we want to hear, who gets to come, what will be looked at and thought about.  What 
happens here is manifestly untidy and more challenging than the media driven, personal preference oriented Bible teaching 
that we hear on our radios and find on the net. 
    So this morning, together, in church, we'll take a brief crack at a few short parables of Jesus and then return to this notion 
of scribes in the kingdom of heaven and what that means. Our passage finds Jesus in a house with his disciples who had 
followed him home after he had mystified the crowds on the Capernaum waterfront with the Parable of the Seeds.  That the 
disciples had followed Jesus to the house had already gotten them to a place much closer to the kingdom than the folks who 
simply shrugged and walked away after one parable which was kind of dire and foreboding.  A sower who throws 3/4's of his 
seed onto places where seed doesn't grow. 
     In the house, with his disciples, Jesus had alternated between some parables that were dire and foreboding, and others 
that were more hopeful, but still puzzling.  And he wound up telling the three parables I read today: "The kingdom of 
heaven is like a treasure hidden in a field, which a man found and covered up. Then in his joy he goes and sells all that he 
has and buys that field."  Now I've heard modern readers complain that the treasure hunter in Jesus' story is not a very 
ethical man. It's selfish and sneaky, they say, to find a treasure on someone else's property, and then to offer the owner 
what seems like the deal of a lifetime because he knows nothing of the treasure you found there. But Jesus isn't trying to 
teach any sort of absolute justice or high brow ethics.  Rather, he's urging us to cultivate an eye for the main chance.   



    What he's teaching here is that there is no main chance better than the forgiveness and grace and power we can find in 
heaven's kingdom. He goes on to tell the same story again with a different picture.  This time it's a pearl buyer who loves 
nothing more than a pearl that is really fine.  So he buys and sells and buys and sells and then one day comes along  "a pearl 
of great value," I read.  The King James called it "a pearl beyond price."  In other words, if you have to ask, you can't afford 
this pearl.  So the pearl merchant offers his whole store for that one pearl.  He can buy ten stores with what that pearl is 
worth.  He sells his whole inventory to get that pearl.   
    And the point is that this is what "the kingdom of heaven is like." This is what the kingdom ought to mean to us. It's not 
about price tags, and how much this all is going to cost us, it's about recognizing what Christ has on offer, and grabbing it 
with both hands and being grateful that God just gave you something you could never purchase, never afford, but now it's 
yours! Don't miss it!  Don't blow this! Grab on, and let go of anything that might keep you from finding and owning this 
kingdom. 
    Last parable in the house: "…the kingdom of heaven is like a net that was thrown into the sea and gathered fish of every 
kind."  So this net comes back to shore loaded with all the species all the fishermen in Capernaum had ever caught.  Because 
nets are pretty inclusive instruments, you don't sort anything with one great big net. This is a kingdom that welcomes all 
kinds, but you don't want to reach shore, you don't want to get to Judgment Day, the wrong sort of fish.  Got to be fresh, got 
to be tasty, got to be edible, if you want your place in the market, on the menu.  The point being that accepting grace from 
God, getting a salvation from God none of us could ever buy makes us something different than what we'd have been if we'd 
never found grace. 
   Grace brings change.  Grace makes us into a different sort of fish than we were before we found grace. Remember the rich 
young man in Matthew 19?  He wanted eternal life, so Jesus told him to sell what he owned and come follow Jesus.  And 
Matthew tells us the poor young guy went into sticker shock!  "Everything I own! I own a lot!"  He suffered a moment of 
fatal hesitation, and then, Matthew tells us,"…he went away sorrowful."  So much into what he had to lose that he didn't hear  
what Jesus' promised him, "…you shall have treasures in heaven."  The point is not, I don't think, that every soul has to lose 
every thing to find grace.  The point is that all of us must lose that thing, those things that prevent us from reaching for grace 
with both hands. 
   And the stakes are enormously high.  Treasure in heaven for eternity for those who trust in and reach for grace now. 
The furnace in hell for those who imagine that we can bargain, offer God something less than our hearts, something less 
than real faith, real trust, real obedience. Most popular religion entails some kind of bargaining with God. Complete a list, 
execute a formula, be that guy or gal we admire, and we'll be all set with God. But we simply can't earn what God wants 
to give us. There is no cover charge to enter the kingdom.  We grab grace, and we start life over in his care, and Christ 
teaches us. 
    Jesus' last word in the house?  A question: "Have you understood all these things?"   "Yes!" his disciples answer.  "And he 
said to them, "Therefore, every scribe who has been trained for the kingdom of heaven is like the master of a house, who 
brings out of his treasure what is new and what is old." It is an odd response to the answer they just gave him.  "Yes!" they 
said. They claim to have the parables down pat, but Jesus moves on to extol what a "scribe," a teacher might have to offer 
them.  The hint is that the disciples might need help going forward, despite the confidence they feel right then, and help from 
not just any scribe! 
    Literally Jesus said, "…every scribe who has been discipled in the kingdom of heaven."  The Greek verb "disciple" is a 
different word than to simply teach or train. To be discipled means that the scribe Jesus has in mind has actually followed 
Christ in the company of people who actually follow Christ. It's a together word. It means that, in addition to possessing 
knowledge and competence in handling the languages and words of Scripture, a scribe should know his or her way around a 
church, God's people, family life, human nature, how things get done, and how people get governed. Particularly how central 
and necessary is grace to any real redemption from the Fall.  Scribes need grace first, and not one iota less than the people we 
hope to lead and teach. 
    Which matters because all that technical competence, all that razzle-dazzle learning, can leave us scribes notoriously 
dense as to how much we need grace, and how much grace can change us once we get past how brilliant and deep and 
wise we are.  Ask the Pharisees who got so caught up in being kosher that they missed the Savior written between every 
line of God's Law.  Ask the medieval scholastics who were so caught up in being brilliant that they lost track of the gospel 
that could save their souls.  
    What put them wrong, what led them astray was a disregard for the ancient art of God's people handling his Word 
together, like Isaiah and John the Baptist and Jesus had done, like Paul and Silas, and Peter and Mark would do with 
congregants in the early church. No congregation can entirely avoid error and trouble. What Jesus is teaching here is that 
to work it through, real disciples will want a scribe in the room, and a real scribe will listen to and respect other disciples.  
Because all of us are fallen, and we all need each other if we ever hope to be redeemed.  It is a kind of grace we can only 
find and gain together.


