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Let the words of my mouth, and the meditation of our hearts, be acceptable in your sight, O 

LORD, our rock and our redeemer.  Amen 

Before I begin, I need to introduce myself to those of you who may be wondering who I am.  

While I am and have been a member here at North since the late 80’s, for the past 19 years or so 

I’ve served as the church educator at various churches in this presbytery.  I retired last June and 

since then I’ve returned to North. 

As a church educator, I spent more time in Sunday School classrooms and adult bible studies 

than I did in a pulpit.  I call on your kind patience, and admit my sermon has a decided CE 

orientation to it. 

Let’s begin with Psalm 78. All 72 verses of this psalm outline the history of God with the people 

of Israel.  The psalmist introduces this history with a call to the people to listening to her 

teaching.   

Give ear, O my people, to my teaching; 

    incline your ears to the words of my mouth. 

 

This psalm is not a simple history lesson recounting dates and events.  Rather the psalmist looks 

to God’s acts in Israel’s past history to inspire hope and obedience.  The psalmist also demands 

its listeners to teach their children to be faithful too.  Not just their children, but their children’s 

children.   

In the second verse, the psalmist describes “Parables are dark sayings of old.”  From the earliest 

days of rabbis used parables as a teaching tool to explain scripture and challenge their listeners.  

Whether the parable was a short story or simple one-line comparison, these parables are meant to 

reveal answers we have always known and refuse to acknowledge.  Rabbis used ordinary, 

everyday things in their parables and then used them to upset the listeners’ assumptions. 

In today’s gospel lesson Jesus continues this tradition of teaching through parables.  Remember 

parables are in essence subversive.  It has often been said, that religion has been designed to 

comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable.  So if we hear a parable and think, ‘that sounds 

good to me,’ then we’re not really listening.   

The parables from today’s gospel reading contain five short parables about the kingdom of 

heaven.  Jesus compares the kingdom of heaven to mustard seeds, yeast, a thief, a merchant and 

a net full of fish.   

Before we look at to these parables, we discuss what the “kingdom of heaven” means.  Matthew 

uses the term “kingdom of heaven,” and in Luke  uses the term “the kingdom of God.”  Both 



refer to the same kingdom.  To our 21
st
 century ears kings and kingdoms can sound quaint almost 

like a fairy tale.  My only experience with kings and kingdoms are what I see on Netflix when I 

watch The Crown.  

Make no mistake; the kingdom of heaven wasn’t a fairy tale.  Jesus began his ministry with the 

promise that “the kingdom of heaven was at hand.”(Matthew 4:17).  Kingdoms were political 

realities. And from the earliest history of the Israel, there has been a tension whose laws the 

people would follow; God’s laws versus those of the king.  At that time people wanted a king to 

free them from the domination of the Roman Empire.  Throughout Jesus’ ministry he taught 

heaven was a place where the first will be last and the last first. And today parables reveal more 

the kingdom.  

So let’s begin with the mustard seed.  We learn that it’s one of the smallest seeds.  Since I was in 

Sunday School, I learned that the kingdom of heaven grew from small seeds to large trees.  

Nothing revolutionary about that. 

In reality, mustard seeds tended to grow into shrubs not trees. These shrubs grew wild and 

consumed valuable garden space.  Yes, mustard shrubs could also nurture bird’s nests.  However 

most 1
st
 century farmers tended to weed out mustard bushes and burn them.  So Jesus is telling 

his listeners that what is valued in God’s kingdom is something they would have deemed it as 

junk.  Jesus isn’t comparing the kingdom of heaven to the mighty cedars of Lebanon, more what 

people in the southern states today think about kuzdu.  The kingdom of heaven is like kuzdu?  

Does the kingdom of heaven grow from something we don’t value and what is that?  Maybe the 

kingdom of heaven includes everyone, even people we don’t necessarily value. 

In the parable of the woman and the yeast, a lot of commentators write about how yeast is a 

symbol of something that rots. In the 1
st
 century yeast didn’t come in little packets like they do 

now in the dairy section of Wegmans.  Yeast was sourdough starter.  It is true households 

cleaned out their yeast before Passover.  Not because yeast was bad, rather because they were 

preparing to remember an event when they didn’t have time to wait for their bread to rise.  

However, the rest of the year this leaven was the staple that they used to raise their bread.  

What’s interesting is that the NRSV says the woman mixed the yeast in the flour. A more 

accurate translation is that the woman “hid” the yeast in the flour.  With this hidden yeast and 

that amount of flour mentioned in this parable, there would have been enough bread to feed an 

entire village.  Why did the woman need to hide the yeast? Again, we need to ponder what 

ignites the kingdom?  Is the kingdom of God something hidden that when discovered is 

something quite large and nourishing?  Maybe this parable describes the kingdom as what 

happens when everyone has enough to eat at the communal oven of a Galilean village. 

The hidden treasure and the pearl of great price compare the kingdom of heaven to something 

unexpected and extremely valuable.  A man finds a buried treasure in a field.  Before anyone else 

can get this treasure, he buries it and then he buys the field.  What stands out for me is the 

wording, “then in his joy, he goes and sells all that he has and buys the field.”  Once discovered, 

the kingdom of heaven is something we would sell everything we own.  



The same is true in the next parable for a merchant who finds the one pearl of great value.  The 

merchant sells everything he owns to attain it.  The reaction of people who find the kingdom of 

heaven is joy and a willingness to give up everything they have. 

These two parables remind me of the story of the rich, young ruler who asked Jesus how to attain 

eternal life.  While this young man follows the commandments, Jesus advises him to sell all his 

possessions, give the money to the poor and follow him.  Unlike the rich young ruler, the thief 

and the merchant were willing to sell everything to reach the kingdom of heaven. 

In the last parable, the kingdom of heaven is compared to a net that caught fish of every kind.  

Just as the fisherman sort out the good fish from the bad, so too will the angels separate the evil 

from the righteous.   

After Jesus compared the kingdom of heaven to mustard, yeast, the treasure thief, a merchant and 

a net full of fish, he asked his disciples, “Have you understood all this?”  At this point I think my 

eyes would have been glazed over.  The disciples said Yes.  Maybe they understood, maybe they 

didn’t.   

Then Jesus goes one step further. Jesus says, “Every disciple or scribe who has been trained for 

the kingdom of heaven is like a master of a household who brings out of his treasure of what is 

new and what is old.” 

Here is the challenge.  As Christians we need to be disciples trained for the kingdom.  We need 

to be trained in recognizing and nurturing the kingdom of heaven here on earth.  Like masters of 

the households we have old treasure, the scriptures, and these parables to help us understand the 

kingdom of heaven.  We also need the new – we need our own experiences and ordinary things 

in our lives to explain the kingdom of heaven.   

This is not an easy task.  For most of the week, I’ve been working on how to finish the sentence, 

“the kingdom of heaven is like…”   I even challenged the lectionary bible study group on 

Tuesday with this task. 

 First I thought, maybe the kingdom of heaven is like dandelions in spring.  While most people 

think of them as a nuisance and a weed, they quickly they spread and become the first flowers to 

nurture bees.  Not quite as good as the mustard seed parable. 

Then I reconsidered.  Maybe the kingdom of heaven is a group of people who meet each month 

prepare, deliver and serve chicken dinners for the people at Friend of Night People.  A group of 

people who gather each month to feed people who are hungry. 

This is a difficult task coming up with ways to describe heaven on earth.  I do believe as 

disciples of Jesus, we need to work on ways to articulate, then recognize and work to establish 

the kingdom of heaven today.  So here is my assignment to you).  Later this afternoon read 

Matthew 13:31-33, 44-52. Then consider our world and complete the following sentence, “the 

kingdom of heaven is like…” 

Amen 


