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Parables of the Kingdom—

The teachings of Jesus repeatedly inform his followers that the kingdom that he inaugurates is not one that is of the same reality as they currently know.  His kingdom is not of this world (John 18:36)—it holds to a different set of values, standards and laws than much of the world holds.  When Jesus addresses how we might come to understand this kingdom he often speaks in parables, so for us, to fully grasp our place in the world as a part of the kingdom of God, we have to explore the nature of Jesus’ parables on the subject. The kingdom parables are important to us because they show the nature of the kingdom that we are a part of.  It helps us contrast our own existence in the kingdom of the world to the nature of the invisible, yet permeating, kingdom of heaven.

Some thoughts:
Matthew 13:24-30 Parable of the tares among the wheat:  Throughout history there have been some in the church who have wondered why God doesn’t bring destruction upon the bad people in the world right now.  Why is it that good and bad co-mingle throughout the world and even the church.  Here Jesus explains that though there will be a judgment, his desire for the fruitfulness of true sons and daughters (the wheat) trumps the necessity for judgment of the wicked types (the tares).  For us, this is good news because it shows the unflinching mercy of God as expressed in patience towards the unbelieving and how deep his hope is for our own productivity in his kingdom.

Mt. 13:31-32, Mk. 4:30-32 Parable of the Mustard seed:  Many ventures in life have smaller beginnings—some turn out to gather momentum and grow larger and others fail miserably.  Here Jesus says that the kingdom is like the smallest of all the seeds, and he is right.  Think about all the ways that Jesus could have come to set up a kingdom and that he chose to gather twelve guys around and then send them into the world—small beginnings.  Yet, from this tiny start, the kingdom of God will provide a structure so large that many, many people will find a home there.

Luke 13:20-21 Parable of the Leaven:  This teaching is similar to the mustard seed parable, but speaks of activity rather than simply growth.  He is saying that a small amount of the kingdom has the capacity to expand and influence a larger space.

Matthew 13: 44-46 Parable of the Hidden treasure and the costly pearl:  In each of these parables, Jesus says that the kingdom of heaven is worth gaining at any price (whether you only happen upon it or have been seeking it your whole life).  We know this to be true, that the primary pursuit, that which has the greatest cost is the kingdom—the present and coming reign of Jesus.

Matthew 22:2 Parable of the Wedding Feast:  Although the kingdom of heaven invites all sorts of people to come into it, many will refuse the invitation for a variety of reasons.  Yet the goal of the Father is still a full banquet hall.  This, for us, is one of the primary points of application in the teachings of the kingdom of God.  We have opportunity to participate in the work of God in the world by expanding his kingdom to the people who we have contact with—those who are now tares, who we can plant small seeds in, that might be just the amount of influence that they need to expand their vision into a kingdom that is worth gaining at any price.

Some questions:

Are we even concerned with the kingdom of God?  Is it something that we think about?  How do we find application of these teachings?  How do they change our perspective on the nature of the kingdom?  What does it mean for us that the kingdom of God is not of this world?  that there will always be righteous and unrighteous living together? that the kingdom and its activity starts small? that the kingdom is worth giving everything for? that it will end in an enormous wedding feast?

Sower and the seed—Each time God sows his words into us, there are several pathways that can bring about different results.

Though each of the parables of the kingdom are important, the scriptures in Matthew and Mark give a great amount of space to the parable of the sower and the seed, even going as far as to print Jesus’ explanation to his disciples about the parable’s meaning.  When the scripture writers do things like this, it probably means that we should pay close attention.  While this passage has been taught over and over again from the pulpit, it is endless in its ability to instruct us because God perpetually speaks new words to us through the scripture and the Spirit.  This parable reminds us to listen in a very specific sort of way.

Some thoughts:

Matthew 13:3-9, 18-23 (Mark 4:3-20)  The four soils are often interpreted as four different sorts of people who hear the gospel in order to be saved: those who never fully hear the gospel message (the side of the road), those who hear but never fully incorporate the word so that they fall away at the first sign of struggle (the rocky soil), those who hear but do not follow because they are caught up in the things of the world (the thorns), and those who hear and fully incorporate the word (the good soil).  In this interpretation, the focus of our minds is those who we know and how they might have responded to the gospel.  

As Jesus spoke the words, however, it doesn’t seem that his intent would be for those gathered to begin thinking about all those who had or had not responded to the gospel.  He wanted them to look at themselves.  To ask the question of themselves, ‘how have I received the word of the kingdom?’

Because we are already ‘in’, we sometimes neglect to be good recipients of the word.  It falls in our hearts and we don’t understand or pay attention, so it is snatched away.  It sometimes comes in but doesn’t take any firm root and quickly is forgotten as the temptations and trials of life move against it.  Sometimes we simply deny the word by our infatuation with the world.  Obviously, we hope not only to receive the word, but to have it bear a fruitful harvest through our lives. 

This is the question that gives this text a timeless application.  What words has God spoken recently?  Are you giving him space to speak in fresh ways—to lead you into truth that is new for you or to remind you of things forgotten?  How are you responding to those words?

Some questions:

How can you set yourself up to hear God speak on a regular basis? and how do you set a priority on receiving the word in such a way that bears fruit?  What sort of soil do you find yourself relating to most?  How can you have a heart that is receptive to the word of God?

Bread of Life—doing the will of the Father and fellowshipping with the son 

Often when we think of our relationship with God, we understand ourselves as abiding in him like the branch and the vine, being like a child to a Father-figure, a sheep to a shepherd.  The difficulty of John 6 is that it presents a much more graphic picture of the fellowship that we have with Jesus.  In the wake of Jesus feeding five thousand men with a few loaves of bread, these teachings take on a profound meaning.  While there are many things to be learned from this passage, there are three scriptures that highlight the main points:

John 6:27 Though there are many things that warrant our work, but the greatest effort should be given to that which earns food that won’t run out.  This food (or bread) is that is provided by heaven and is really life giving (v.33).  

John 6:35 The bread is Christ and will satisfy all who believe in him (v35). Throughout the passage he speaks to the Jews, and equates his own life with the manna that was provided in the wilderness (Exodus 16).  

John 6:53f  Finally, he speaks the difficult word, “unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink His blood, you have no life in yourselves…” (6:53-58).  While there are many other truths that come from this chapter, the main idea is this—fellowship with the body and blood of Jesus is the only means for eternal life (a life that begins in the here and now).

John 6:63 (?)

This is such a difficult passage that many of Jesus’ disciples left him (v.66).  Peter, in a moment of brilliance, cuts through the overwhelming difficulties and commits himself to following Jesus, the only one who has “words of eternal life.”

For us, this passage is no less difficult.  It calls us to a level of abandonment of temporal strivings, labor for food that will not endure to fellowship with Jesus by the life that he alone can give.  If we have this fellowship, he will not lose us (v.39) but will raise us up on the last day (v. 39, 40, 54).

Some questions:  

How am I spending myself on bread that will not last?  What do I work for that will be enduring?  Are there things that I know I should be working for but have yet to commit myself to them?  Why have I shied away from that commitment?  What would it mean if I fully participated in the body of Christ?  What sort of commitment would this require?  Practically speaking, how would it effect the things that I do on a daily basis?  Could I say of myself that I continue to follow Jesus despite the cost of some of his teachings?  What are some of the teachings of Christ that cause me to stumble?

Additional passages: Exodus 16, John 4:13, 34 , I Corinthians 10:1-4, 16-17

Commands of God and traditions of men
Tradition has taken a bad rap in the last few decades.  The stale and lifeless expression of religious traditions have led to a more contemporary show of faith and a disdain/hatred for anything that hints at tradition, ritual or anything of the like.  While this reaction might be warranted, there are three teachings of scripture in regards to how we treat and respond to the traditions of men.

Matthew 15:1-9  Jesus’ opening comment in this dialogue is familiar to many of us: you yourselves transgress the commandment of God for the sake of your tradition (v.3).  What is Jesus talking about here?  On our part, we understand this often in light of traditional styled services that seem to replace strong emotional responses with dry readings and lifeless hymns.  In the context of the scripture, however, Jesus is speaking about rules that are given by heaven and those that are established by men.  By way of summary, he is saying that rituals that you have established (in this case, the giving of money to the temple) don’t get you out of obeying the law of God (honoring your father and mother), even though it might appear to be a “spiritual” thing to do.  So, the first way we understand traditions is that even the most revered rituals of our day do not exempt us from being obedient to the things God tells us to do.  Example?

Colossians 2:8 The second way we understand the traditions of men is that there are worldviews that are adopted by people which govern the way they understand and act in the world.  In our day, materialism, individualism, narcissism, capitalism and the like are the “traditions of men”.  Colossians urges us not to be taken captive by such thought patterns.  In fact, the ways of the kingdom stand in direct opposition to them.  We must be diligent to maintain the patterns of scripture rather than the patterns of the world.

2 Thessalonians2:15, 3:6, I Corinthians 11:2  These passage speak of tradition in an extremely positive light, and encourage us to uphold and adhere to the traditions that have been passed down to us.  This kind of mindset is often foreign to us because of our wholesale rejection of tradition.  Yet, the scriptures are clear that there are traditions that must remain a part of the life of the church and our own individual walk of faith.  Doctrines, spiritual disciplines, ways of understanding and knowing God, the practices of the church (preaching, song, communion and baptism, et cetera), devotion to the poor, the orphan and the widow—all these things are part of the traditions that have been passed to us.

Some questions:  

How do these three ideas of tradition challenge your current understanding?  Which is hard to accept?  According to these teachings, which traditions should be abandon and which should we retain?  For you personally, which traditions cause you the most trouble?

Clean from the inside—the fallacy of outward religion

As religious people, our egos—shame, guilt, pride and the like—will want to be everything that God wants us to be.  Seemingly one of the easiest ways to be righteous is to follow all the rules, behave in a good way, and in other ways conform to the religious expectations of the day.  The problem is that this approach creates the potential of having a filthy inner life while conforming to all the religious patterns externally.  While God is certainly concerned with obedience, he tells us in many ways that the obedience that he really wants comes from a heart of love.

Some thoughts

Proverbs 20:9, 30:12  Our innate pride will often assure us of our own righteousness.  These verses paint a different picture and one that we should pay attention to.  One way of escaping this trap of the flesh is to ask the Lord to search your heart for sin and pay attention to what the Spirit says (Psalm 139:23-24).  Being open to the correction of the community of believers is also an important part of pursuing righteousness.

Matthew 23:25 The traditional passage for the relationship between being clean on the inside and outside.  The way that we tend to strive toward cleanliness, however, often betrays our natural inclinations to “clean the outside of the cup.”  Our models of cleanliness are most often lists of things to avoid, behavior to keep away from…The alternative is an inward heart of obedience, trust, love, and submission.  By having a clean heart the outward expression of our lives become clean as well.  When we neglect the inner life, however, our outward conformity to religion, rules or sets of behavior can only take us so far.  Eventually the power of sin will overcome the weakness of our flesh.  Our only hope is to allow the Spirit to continue to sanctify and clean our hearts.

John 15:3  Though many people attempt to be faithful in religion by conforming to external spiritual norms, this passage shows that we are clean not because of our own effort, but because of our relationship with Christ.  This is an important starting point to understanding the grace of God and how we should pursue cleanliness or righteousness, which is by faith and submission to the Spirit.

Some questions: 

In what ways are you tempted to display outward religion with no change of heart?  Why is it difficult to be honest so that our inner life is the same as our outer?  What would be different about your life if you lived as if you believed that you were clean because of the word that Jesus spoke to you?  How does faith and submission to the Spirit lead to inner purity?

Some additional scriptures:

Hebrews 10:22

Psalm 24:4, 51:7,10

Cost of Discipleship—

This is a principle that holds true no matter what your beliefs: any decision that moves you in one direction by necessity rules out all the other directions that you could go.  Following Christ is no different.  In every part of your life, the options are limited by the narrow path of Jesus.  One way to describe this situation is by saying that there are costs of discipleship.  There are several scriptures that teach us about the cost of discipleship from a broad perspective.  By looking at these passages, hopefully we will understand more of the path that we have committed ourselves to follow.

Some thoughts:

Luke 14:25-35 While we know that Jesus was not giving a prescription for vows of poverty in verse 33 (given that in other places he commends others for giving away a portion of their possessions), the statements in this passage remain challenging for all of us who follow Christ.  The first verse is a very strong statement about what we value.  The following verses explain it in this way: if a person were to set out to do something and yet not figure out the total cost, he would be considered a foolish person.  Likewise, following Jesus will mean that Jesus and his kingdom will cause a dramatic re-shuffling of our priorities such that we must understand that the kingdom becomes more valuable than our family relations. [As a side note, Jesus is not asking his followers to hate their families in an absolute way, only that the cost of discipleship includes a higher priority on the relationship with Jesus—see the parallel in Matthew 8:37.]

Matthew 10:24-42  This is a long passage about the nature of being a disciple of Jesus.  A few key verses highlight the key thoughts.  Verse 24-25 shows that the path of following Christ is one of becoming like him.  Verses 38-39 give us a clear indication of the extent of the nature of our relationship with Christ.  In following him, we give up our life only to be given true life.  If we attempt to gain our life, however, we will actually lose them.  Though this might sound ambiguous, it is really straightforward.  Many of our own ambitions, plans, desires come from the fruit of our fallen nature—pride, greed, lust and the like.  Putting aside all these things is what it means to give up our life.  In its place, the Spirit produces fruit and an abundant life that is full despite circumstances.

Some questions:  How has it cost me to follow Christ?  What paths have I given up as a result of choosing the path of following Jesus?  What are the things that God calls all his disciples to consider as lost?  What are some things that God has called you as an individual to deny for his sake?  Do you know what it means to have your family be part of the cost of your discipleship?  Could you imagine such a position?  What about financial gain?  Career?  Prestige?

Other scriptures:

Mark 8:34-38

Matthew 8:18-22

Nature of Christ and his work—

It is important to know who we worship.  While many of us understand that Jesus is our savior, the rest of his nature and work remain something that we have never considered.  These scriptures show who Jesus is and who we are called to be as people after his own name.  

Some thoughts:

Colossians 1:13-23 This is one of my favorite passages of scripture because of its explicit description of the nature of Christ.  That he is the one who transferred us from a kingdom of darkness and death to the kingdom of the Son in whom we have forgiveness and life.  As the passage continues, we understand Jesus to be the one who is the epitome of all things—beginning and end.  He is also the head of the church.  It is true that in him we live and move and have being (Acts 17:28).  Who we understand Jesus to be will tell us a lot about our faith and activity.  If he is a savior only or a lord, the one who is the head, the one who is a perfect representation of the Father—these things inform our lives and our worship.

Galatians 1:4, Hebrews 2:15, Romans 5:10  Perhaps the most common understanding of the nature of Jesus is that he is a savior.  Since it is so often repeated, the idea often loses much of its impact.  Jesus not only saves us from eternal punishment but also from the present age of darkness, the power of sin over us, slavery and death itself.  While the term ‘savior’ might be weakened with overuse, a term that is tied to it throughout the scripture is ‘deliverer’.    

Galatians 4:5, Titus 2:14 The term ‘redeemer’ takes its meaning from an Old Testament concept.  It meant to buy back a relative’s property that had been.  It has the idea of recovery of something lost or to pay for the release of something held captive.  When we speak of Jesus as a redeemer, then, we are saying that he has bought us for himself at a price; he has taken us from a lost and captive state.  

Hebrews 7:25 Jesus also is mentioned as one who makes constant intercession for us.  This is a complex position that includes petitioning on our behalf and acting in many ways as a mediator between the Father and us.   

The key to understanding the nature of Jesus is to realize that though we will never achieve a god-like status, we are to be in every way like Christ. In John 20:21, Jesus commissions his followers like this: as the Father sent me, so I send you.  In simple terms, it means that we are to do the same things with our lives that he did with his.  While that will vary for each of us in regards to career, marriage, etcetera, we should perform many of the same functions for people in the world that Jesus did—we are to redeem, deliver, and intercede.

Some questions:

 Do you think that who you believe Jesus to be has implications on your life or your worship?  How so?  What would it mean to redeem, deliver or intercede for any person in the world?  How seriously do you take the commission to be like Jesus in how he relates to the world?  What would it look like if you were sent into the world just as Jesus was?  

The Harvest—

God wants all people to believe and he has entrusted his church with the Holy Spirit and the task of leading the nations to his son.  How do we view our lives? What are we here for?  At the point we begin to follow Christ, the answer to this question takes on a whole new perspective.  We live not only for ourselves, but for the sake of the gospel and for the sake of others.  We come into the mission of God in the world.

Some thoughts:

Matthew 9:37-38  One of the more crucial concepts to grasp is that “the harvest is plentiful.”  While many of us are surrounded by church people, believing people, most of the world does not know or follow Jesus.  They remain in the darkness of the world.  The first step for many of us is to remove ourselves from our selfish thoughts, our desires for comfort and ease, and the isolation of the church.  In its place, we have the opportunity to serve the world by seeking and saving that which is lost—something that defined the ministry of Jesus.  This requires a dramatic move outside the usual boundaries that we keep ourselves within and prayer that the Lord would send more laborers into the harvest field.

Romans 10:14 asks a series of questions that hits the main point: how will they believe unless we go to them?  For most of us, this means a conscious effort to move outside our normal social network and into the world.  Going and preaching means that we will be persecuted and reviled.  Yet, we know that Jesus said that this would be the case (Matthew 5:10-12, II Timothy 3:12, and others).      

John 4:35 Not only is the harvest plentiful, but here Jesus explains that it is also ripe for harvesting.  Many people believe that many world religions act as a kind of spiritual preservative for those cultures who have not yet responded to the gospel.  Whether this is true or not, it is clear from the scriptures that much work has already been done in preparing people’s hearts for the gospel message.  The Holy Spirit and the church worldwide have labored for centuries toward this end.  For us, then, we continue this work of preparation, but also have the opportunity to participate in the actual harvesting of people’s lives.  Whether we are sowing or reaping, our hearts should engage in the harvest with joy and anticipation.

Revelation 14:15,19 (Mark 4:29) Jesus taught about the end of times a great deal.  Several passages in the gospels make illusion to the description of the harvest found in the book of Revelation.  While this might seem obscure, it is essential to understand that at some unknown time in the future, there will be a real harvest and a real judgment.  The world as we know it will cease to exist and eternal life and eternal judgment will be given to human beings.  While many of us shrink away from the fear tactics and guilt manipulation that have been over-used by the church to get believers to evangelize, an acknowledgement of the coming judgment is an essential part of our thoughts and beliefs.  The reality of this event must give us motivation to join the mission of God. 

Some questions:

What work have you done in the kingdom harvest?  What keeps you from the work?  Do you identify with being held back by the comforts of your normal social life?  Do you identify with a fear of persecution or being outcast?  Do you ever think about the harvest at the end times?

Additional scriptures: Matthew 13:30, 39; Mark 13

