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“THE INCOMPARABLE VALUE OF GOD’S KINGDOM”

Matthew 13:44-46


The idea of buried treasure has always fascinated me.  I loved reading Robert Louis Stevenson’s novel Treasure Island as a boy.  Today as an adult, I’m a sucker for watching documentaries about explorers trying to find sunken treasure in the Caribbean.  And on Dec. 5, 2008, I was fascinated to be in attendance when our old church building, more recently the Novato City Hall building was moved, giving us the opportunity to try to uncover the “cornerstone box” following the clues left in church records.  The cornerstone box didn’t contain treasure, at least not in the form of gold or silver, but some items of great sentimental value to our congregation and community.   People love treasure hunts so much that in recent years Hollywood has produced two “National Treasure” films starring Nicholas Cage and has a third now under way. 

Jesus talks about buried treasure in one of the two parables I want to focus on today.  Both appear only in Matthew’s Gospel and focus on “the kingdom of God” or as Matthew puts it “the kingdom of heaven.”  What does that phrase mean?

Though it sounds like a place, a realm, properly understood God’s kingdom is really more about “God’s reign as king.”  In Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount he taught, “Strive first for the kingdom of God and his righteousness . . .” (6:33).  Later when Jesus sent out the twelve on their mission (10:7-8) he commanded them to proclaim the good news that “the kingdom of heaven has come near.”   
Explaining his own healing ministry at one point in Matthew’s Gospel (12:29) Jesus announced, “If it is by the Spirit of God that I cast out demons, then the kingdom of God has come to you.”  So God’s reign has arrived with Jesus!  He inaugurates God’s kingly reign and announces that it is breaking into human history in his person!  Jesus is the herald and “the bearer,” the embodiment of God’s kingdom.   Where Christ the messianic king is present, there also is God’s kingly reign.

Let’s hear the parables.  Read Matthew 13:44-46, p.15 NT in pew Bibles.  The first parable is about “treasure hidden in a field.”  A tenant farmer who leased some land but didn’t own it, or a day laborer who simply worked the land for a wage, was plowing one day and found hidden treasure.  In the first-century people often buried valuables rather than using “banks.”  Perhaps a previous owner of the land buried valuables but then died before he told anyone else the location.   Another possibility is that the treasure was a result of the many invasions which had swept over Palestine in the course of centuries because of her location between Mesopotamia and Egypt.  Various invasions repeatedly caused people to bury their valuables with foreign armies advancing toward them.  

What did the fortunate farmer do?  Since he didn’t own the land, he re-buried the treasure, and then liquidated all his assets to buy that plot of land so that the treasure could become his.    
Rabbinic law allowed that if a workman came on a treasure in a field and lifted it out, it would belong to the field’s owner.  So in this case the man was careful not to lift the treasure out till he bought the field.  
His ethics may seem questionable, but the point of Jesus’ parable is not the morality of the situation, but the value of the treasure.  The man joyfully, enthusiastically sold everything he owned in order to scrape together the cash to buy that field, and with it, of course the treasure.  The “sacrifice” of selling everything he owned was not done out of a sense of duty or obligation or, but out of sheer delight and joy!  This man understands the incomparable value of God’s kingdom!

So in this first parable the tenant farmer wasn’t looking for treasure but stumbled on to it.  In Jesus’ second parable the story focuses on a businessman who went on a buying trip in search of fine pearls.  Pearls were highly valued in the first-century!  They were fished for especially in the Red Sea, the Persian Gulf, and the Indian Ocean by divers.  They were used extensively in fine jewelry, especially necklaces.  Julius Caesar presented the mother of his future murderer Brutus with a pearl said to be worth 6 million sesterces.  Cleopatra possessed a pearl reportedly worth 100 million sesterces!  
When the man in Jesus’ parable found a magnificent pearl, he gladly sold everything else he owned in order to have sufficient funds to acquire it!   The person who discovers the value of God’s kingdom as Jesus presents it, will gladly exchange everything else to follow him!

In both cases the individuals involved made large sacrifices to obtain the treasure and the pearl respectively.  The key point is the joy they experienced upon discovering God’s kingdom, so that their sacrificial acts were a natural response.   In the words of German N.T. scholar Joachim Jeremias, “When that great joy, surpassing all measure seizes a person, it carries him away, penetrates his inmost being, and subjugates his mind.  All else seems valueless compared with that surpassing worth.” (p.201; The Parables of Jesus; Revised Edition; c.1963; New York; Charles Scribner’s Sons).  

In both situations there is no sense that selling what the person owned was an onerous or bitter sacrifice.  When you think about it, this is a great summary of the gospel – first comes the joy of the discovery of the grace of Christ, and secondly our sacrificial and costly response.  
I want to focus today on the joy of discovering God’s kingdom in Jesus!  In both parables joy carried the day!   The great English writer and lay theologian, C.S. Lewis, understood that.  Lewis entitled his own spiritual autobiography, the story of how he discovered Jesus Christ and God’s kingdom – Surprised by Joy.  


Joy is a huge motivator for acts of Christian service!  For instance, joy has carried countless Christian missionaries into foreign lands to announce God’s kingly reign in and through Jesus Christ.  Though they faced many obstacles, like learning a foreign language and a foreign culture, they did so joyfully! 

Growing up as a young boy, our family often vacationed with the Ley family.  My parents had three sons; Don and Vangie Ley had three daughters.  Their eldest daughter, the same age as my older brother Jerry was Marsha Ley.  She was fun-loving and sweet, extremely bright -  her high school Valedictorian.  She was and is a “girly girl” in the very best sense!  Though Marsha isn’t really the adventurous type or very “outdoorsy” she married Dave Moody, and together they have served for nearly three decades with Wycliffe Bible translators in Malaysia.  You can imagine that life in Malaysia is not easy or comfortable!  But Marsha and Dave are so excited to share the joy of God’s kingdom in Christ with other people, that they don’t consider their lifestyle a burdensome sacrifice, but a joy!

Jeff and Jenny Pinar are a married couple many of us have gotten to know through Missions Ministries in Juarez, Mexico.  Living in Colorado they felt a call to share Christ’s love with the people of Juarez.  So they applied for and were hired by Missions Ministries and moved to the Mission Center in Juarez.  They had very simple accommodations, away from family and friends, in the very poor colonia in which they served, which has dirt roads.  In dry weather the roads are dust-filled in dry weather and in wet weather become a muddy swamp!  There is no central water system or sewage system or trash pickup and no reliable fire or police protection.  Jeff and Jenny worked with visiting mission teams building homes, supported local congregations, and provided other medical and educational services for the residents of their colonia.  Jenny was an asthmatic.  It was made worse in the winter when many of their neighbors burned tires to try to keep warm, badly polluting the air.  Nevertheless they remained in Juarez for a number of years, before recently moving to nearby New Mexico, where they are now serving low-income people.  What motivates their lives of Christian service?  The joy they have as servants of God’s kingly reign!

Friends, have you discovered God’s kingdom and the joy that Jesus Christ brings those who trust him?  If not, I encourage you to invite Christ into your life as your leader and guide and savior; as the bearer of God’s kingdom.  If you do, you’ll find the most precious treasure, the most magnificent pearl which has ever existed!  


Let us pray:  God our King, we thank You for sending Jesus to announce, bear, and embody your kingly reign.  May the joy of that discovery motivate us to put your kingdom first in our lives.  Through Christ our messianic king we pray.  Amen.
