
 1 

Sermon on Matthew 13:31-33, 44-52 

July 26, 2020 

 

 

Jesus famously strings together metaphorical teachings about God’s reign in the 

world. Each begins, “the kingdom of heaven is like…” or, “The kingdom of 

heaven may be compared to…”  

As it is with a lot of the bible, we have an added challenge in understanding these 

already tricky parables. The first people who heard these teachings found them 

difficult to understand. But at least they had a connection to the idea of a kingdom. 

We live in a democracy that eschews things that seem too much like monarchical 

rule. So, when we hear, “the Kingdom of Heaven is like…” how do we imagine 

that kingdom? 

 

A friend recommended a show on Hulu called The Great. It is a dramedy about the 

rise to power of Catherine the Great -- the longest reigning female ruler in Russian 

history. This fictionalize account is loosely based on facts. Catherine is the outsider 

empress to the mercurial emperor Peter. His father was known by the honorific 

“The Great”. But this Peter isn’t “great,” a fact that comes up a number of times. 

Most humorously when Peter tries to think of an appropriate title for himself. But 

what does one call a ruler so childish, selfish, and unpredictable? This emperor 

thinks his power is best used in making people do whatever he wants, even if it 

ends in horrific displays of torture or humiliation. In his own twisted sense of 

reality, he believes this is how a ruler gains respect and love. From the beginning 

Catherine can barely conceal her disgust. She sets out almost immediately to 

change things for the greater good of Russia. When her attempts to change the 

heart of the emperor fail, she moves to more seditious and dangerous tactics. She 
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works with servants and members of the court to move the transformation from the 

inside, under the nose of the emperor himself.  

I just finished season 1 and can’t wait to watch season 2 to find out if she succeeds. 

Now she is a heroine, seeking what seems to be a more just rule. But I expect 

season 2 will show how Catherine’s power might change her in ways she can’t 

even see. That she herself might not be immune to the temptations that power over 

others can be. 

 

This picture of the unstable and capricious ruler corrupted by power is humorous 

as a comedic foil. But in reality, power used over others inevitably leads to lives 

diminished and lost. But who among us does not wish we had more power over… 

Over our lives? 

Over our wealth and image? 

Over others we perceive as enemies, whose downfall we would not mind?  

These may be very secret wishes. And they may arise in us in ways that surprise 

us. More than likely we are ignorant of how the sins of envy, pride and lust for 

power can taint our relationships and our ability to live faithfully. Particularly 

when most of us don’t feel very powerful most of the time. Our sin is often hidden 

from us, buried deep beneath our best intentions, our desire to be good and nice, 

our acceptance of the world’s values as sufficient. Convincing ourselves that God 

is as pleased by them as we are.   

 

The people Jesus speaks to in parables about the kingdom of heaven know what 

it’s like to be on the receiving end of someone else’s power to dictate their reality. 

They also know the hunger for their own moment to come, when the tables would 

turn and they would have the power they so desired. It may be why some of them 

hitched their wagons to Jesus in the first place. They saw someone calling for 
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change and lifting up the lowly. And they expected him to be the powerful, 

dominating king on God’s behalf. Bringing vindication in visible and cataclysmic 

ways.  

 

So then, many in the crowd were left scratching their heads when Jesus compares 

the kingdom of heaven to insignificant, everyday things -- mustard seeds and 

yeast? They might have been more than a little disappointed that God’s reign 

wasn’t in some cosmic show of force.  

Later Jesus has a chance to tell just his small group of followers what the point of 

all this is. They are the ones who will continue the movement to share God’s grace 

and wide welcome with the rest of the world. Who will teach others about how to 

recognize and be part of the kingdom of heaven in the world. These are the ones he 

hopes will recognize the value of what seems small and unimportant. To see 

beneath the surface, where so much is buried by the dirt and stuff of the world. To 

find where God is active in subversive and surprising ways.  

 

But he also teaches that it is not easy to discern God’s kingdom in a messy world. 

Human purposes and values will be constantly at odds with God.  

All of the images he uses in these parables are connected to other places in 

Matthew where they are twisted. Jesus warned his followers not to cast their pearls 

before swine to have them trampled under foot. There’s the man who stores up 

treasure in barns rather than recognize the treasure of the kingdom of heaven. “For 

where our treasure is, there our heart will be also.” And Jesus later warns against 

the “yeast” of the Pharisees and religious leaders, whose desire for power corrupts 

even the message of God.  

So, then how do we tell the work of the kingdom from the work of those at odds 

with God’s plan?  
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I will tell you – I don’t know. Sometimes they look very similar. Or sometimes we 

can get caught up in what seems like the right thing but turns out to harm more 

than it does good. Like the parable of the kingdom Pr. Jon preached on last week 

with wheat and weeds looking so similar, it is impossible for us, with our limited 

human wisdom, to separate them. 

 

This is the challenge that is before every person who follows Jesus and must live in 

this world. It’s why we pray with as much faith as we can muster on a weekly basis 

for God’s kingdom to come on earth as it is in heaven. It’s also why Paul reminds 

us in Romans that when we don’t even know what to pray for, the Spirit of God 

interceded for us with sighs too deep for words. Which in this time when so much 

seems out of our control and out of our reach. And when so much death and 

disruption surrounds us -- perhaps sighs are all we can muster.  

 

Though we can’t always see with clarity how the kingdom of heaven is moving 

and shaping and changing our world, we can often see the places where more work 

needs to be done. And in this time of heightened stress on all parts of our society, 

we can see it even more clearly. Like when people are beating each other and 

throwing tantrums in supermarkets because they were asked to wear a mask. Or 

when the hidden sin of racism continues to corrupt our best intentions and systems 

that should lift up not diminish siblings of color. When protesters are abducted off 

the streets of our cities by federal agents, under the auspices of safety and security. 

When political arguments continue to stall relief and aid to those most vulnerable. 

This is not the work of God’s kingdom, it is the work of ordinary human beings 

falling far short of the glory of God.   
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Someone in one of the clergy groups I belong to asked if others also saw the 

descriptions of the Kingdom of Heaven as familiar activities in Covid times – 

baking bread, gardening, landscaping, cleaning the closets, fishing. In the gospel 

today each of these activities is done by an ordinary person. And they represent 

diverse socioeconomic situations – a planter, a woman baking bread for her family, 

a fortune seeker, a merchant, a commercial fisher. And while I’m not suggesting 

that our sourdough experiments are exactly the place where the kingdom of 

Heaven is present. I’m also not saying they aren’t. Maybe this time gives us the 

opportunity to see God’s Kingdom at work now that some of the clutter has been 

stripped away. Like a pearl uncovered or a treasure unearthed after a long time 

concealed from our eyes.  

 

When those crowds and disciples listened to Jesus’ teachings, they could not have 

imagined then it would end with the cross and his followers scattered, like tiny 

seeds or pearls cast into the world. After such a profound loss many left and 

abandoned hope. They saw only the carpenter’s son strung up and an end to the 

movement he started. But those of faith saw that this was not an end, but a new 

beginning. The quiet sighs of God on the cross, too deep for words. The reign of 

Heaven coming near in this world that falls short of God’s glory.  

 

We don’t have an easy task as God’s people cast into the world, particularly in 

times like these when some of us are buried in grief and fear for the world we live 

in. But in the ordinary, when the clutter is scraped away, the kingdom of heaven 

may be found in us and around us in surprising and miraculous ways.  

 

 

 


