The Nature of the Kingdom

Week 8 – The Mystery of the Kingdom

Matthew 13.1-12; 18-23

Then he told them many things in parables, saying: “A farmer went out to sow his seed. As he was scattering the seed, some fell along the path and the birds came and ate it up. Some fell on rocky places, where it did not have much soil. It sprang up quickly, because the soil was shallow. But when the sun came up, the plants were scorched, and they withered because they had no root. Other seed fell among thorns, which grew up and choked the plants. Still other seed fell on good soil, where it produced a crop – a hundred, sixty or thirty times what was sown. Whoever has ears; let them hear…the knowledge of the secrets of the kingdom of heaven has been given to you but not to them. Those who have will be given more and they will have an abundance. As for those who do not have, even what they have will be taken from them…Listen then to what the parable of the sower means: When people hear the message about the kingdom and do not understand it, the evil one comes and snatches away what was sown along the path. The seed falling on rocky ground refers to people who hear the word and at once receive it with joy. But since they have no root, they last only a short time. When trouble or persecution comes because of the word, they quickly fall away. The seed falling among the thorns refers to people who hear the word, but the worries of this life and the deceitfulness of wealth choke the word, making it unfruitful. But the seed falling on good soil refers to people who hear the word and understand it. They produce a crop, yielding a hundred, sixty or thirty times what was sown.

Key Verse 

The knowledge of the secrets of the kingdom of heaven has been given to you, but not to them.
Aim of Study

The kingdom of God has come into the world to be received by some but rejected by others.

Study: Observation, Interpretation and Application

The following questions are a mix of observation, interpretation and application. Observation is not determining what the passage means, but looking to see what the text says. The motto of observation is look, look, and look. Interpretation is not what this passage means to us, but what it meant to the original audience. This involves understanding the author’s viewpoint as well as the viewpoint of his audience. Consider how the author’s first readers understood the passage. Application: with observation and interpretation as the foundation, you are ready to ask the question, “How do the basic truths of this passage relate to my life?”

Background

Jesus often prefaced his teaching about the kingdom with the statement: “He who has ears to hear, let him hear!” He said that the parables of the kingdom were closed to some, but opened to others. The kingdom was wrapped in a cloak of mystery. Jesus explained some of the secrets of the kingdom to his disciples, but its nature was not obvious. Understanding it required special insight. The summary statements of the kingdom can now begin to make more sense. Two statements summarize the Old Testament view of the kingdom:

· The Lord is King

· The Lord will become King

The New Testament view can be summarized in four statements:

· The kingdom will come

· The kingdom has come

· The kingdom is coming immediately

· The kingdom will be delayed

These statements seem contradictory. How can an event be simultaneously future and present? Yet this is the mystery of the kingdom of God. Wherever there are truths in Scripture that are in creative tension with one another, the temptation exists where people will try to explain away one side of the tension in favor of the other. 

This is especially true of the kingdom. We cannot choose certain texts about the kingdom and use them to explain away others. It is important to understand that the four strands of teaching we have identified cannot be dealt in this way. They are all true at the same time.

Our word “parable” comes from the Greek parabole which means, “a placing beside” – and thus a comparison or an illustration. Its most common use in the New Testament is for the illustrative stories that Jesus drew from nature and human life. The Synoptic Gospels contain about 30 of these stories while John’s gospel contains no parables but uses other figures of speech. Parables contain some allegorical elements but are not true allegory as the details are secondary to the central teaching of them. This parable highlights a great mystery of the kingdom: the kingdom has come but not in its fullness. Rather than the expected display of God’s power, shattering the godless nations and establishing once and for all God kingdom in its fullness, the kingdom is working quietly, secretly among people. 

1) As you read through this passage, what stands out to you? What do you think this text is saying? 

This parable illustrates a truth about the kingdom of God. Jesus came proclaiming that the kingdom is near; it is among us. But it is not something that is forced upon us; it comes as an invitation that we can receive or reject. The word of the kingdom is like the farmers seed that is scattered – we can receive it or not. 

2) What are the four soils? Which of the soils bear fruit?

As noted, there are four types of soil present: the path in which the soil would be compacted from being walked on – the seeds would not be able to penetrate into the soil. There is the rocky soil where the seed could actually sprout but with not much of a root system. The sun would only scorch the plants as they would be unable to obtain the water necessary to survive. Then there is the thorny soil where again, the plants are able to grow but are choked out by the weeds. Only the good soil is fruitful. A good soil allows for air, water movement and has some tilth, a kind of breadcrumb-like texture, which allows the roots to run deep. Like the seed, the kingdom is in the present to have only partial success, and this success is dependent upon our response. 

3) How can you cultivate the soil of your heart so that it is ready to receive from God and produce fruit?

4) What are ways we can harden the soil of our hearts?

5) What is the response of the disciples when Jesus tells this story?
In this particular account they seem a little frustrated when they ask Jesus why he speaks to the people with stories. Why can’t he just spit it out? Why all the mystery? Perhaps we too sometimes struggle with scripture when confronted with its paradoxes. Perhaps the most characteristic element in the teaching of Jesus was his parables. It was through his parables that he conveyed the truths of the kingdom – but it was a kingdom cloaked in mystery. It wasn’t clear (nor was it meant to be clear as we can see from Jesus’ response).  Jesus often ended his parables with “Let him who has ears hear.” 

6) Why do you think Jesus says that the “secret of the kingdom had been given to them (his followers) but not to others”?

He tells them that the knowledge of the secret of the kingdom has been given to them but not to everyone. Jesus spoke in parables because of the spiritual dullness of the people. When we read these passages it is important that we keep in mind who Jesus’ audience was. They were, like him, first century Palestinian Jews. The Jews thought that the coming of the kingdom would mean the exercise of God’s mighty power before which no one could stand. The kingdom of God would shatter the godless nations (Dan.2.44). The dominion of wicked rulers would be destroyed and the kingdom be given to the saints of the Most High, what all the nations should serve and obey them (Dan.7.27). 

In apparent disagreement with the Old Testament promises, which were elaborated in great detail in the contemporary apocalyptic expectations, Jesus said that the kingdom had indeed come upon humankind, but not for the purpose of shattering evil. It is now attended by no apocalyptic display of irresistible power. Rather the kingdom in its present working is like a farmer sowing seed. It does not sweep away the wicked. In fact, the word in which the kingdom is proclaimed may lie like a seed on the roadside and never take root; or it may be superficially received only to die; or it may be choked by the cares of this world, which is hostile to the kingdom of God. Or it just might take root and grow producing a lot of fruit. The kingdom, according to Jesus in this parable, is working quietly, secretly among people. It does not force itself upon them; it must be willingly received. But wherever it is received, the word of the kingdom, which is practically identical with the kingdom itself, brings forth much fruit. There is no emphasis upon the harvest, either in the parable or in its interpretation. The single emphasis is upon the nature of the sowing; the present action of God’s kingdom and the response to it.

7) If you were to assess the condition of your heart, how would you describe it? 

