February 6, 2011.  Epiphany-5
The Rev. Kurt J Henle, PhD, All Saints Anglican Church, Traverse City, MI

Scripture lessons:  Habakkuk 1:12-2:4, 9-14, Colossians 3:12-17, St. Matthew 13:24-35
The Gospel this week begins with the phrase “The Kingdom of heaven may be compared to… ”.  It presents the Epiphany of Christ’s Kingdom in three parables.  Matt 13 contains a series of 7 parables of the “mystery Kingdom of God”.  From this, we heard #2, the parable of the wheat & tares, #3, the mustard seed, & #4, the leaven.  

In Matt 13:11, Jesus said "To you [the disciples] it has been given to know the secrets of the kingdom of heaven, but to them [the uncommitted crowd] it has not been given.” In Matt 13:36, Jesus further explained His fulfillment of prophecy - He will “utter what was hidden since the foundation of the earth”.

On the 5th S after the Epiphany Christ’s manifestation to the world is a strange combination of truth Concealed, & truth Revealed.  Is this sermon about secrets & hidden knowledge?  Mystery religions, notably Gnosticism, are ancient system  in conflict with the Gospel of Christ, which is accessible to all comers & a light to dispel the darkness.  The disciples knew that salvation doesn’t come through secret knowledge, but through God’s saving work in & to a lost world.  The disciples were deeply puzzled as they listened to Jesus’ parables.  They pleaded for a plain interpretation.

Jesus complied, providing the key to interpreting His 1st parable of the seed & soils to them.  With this tutorial, Jesus added the three parables in our Gospel today.  After the public narration of the 1st 4 parables, Jesus went indoors to speak to His disciples alone.  Again, they asked Him for further help because they still didn’t understand.  

And so, Jesus interpreted the 2nd parable & then continued with parable 5, 6, & 7 (hidden treasure, pearl, dragnet).  In v 51, we read that Jesus then asked “Have you understood all these things?  They said to Him. “Yes”.  

Did they really understand?  I doubt it.  To this day you can find vastly different interpretations for these seemingly simple parables.  Jesus taught in parables for His disciples to understand, but for outsiders to “see but not perceive, to hear but not understand.”  Here we see truth Concealed to unbelievers, but Revealed through faith.  St Augustine said “Do not seek to understand that you may believe, but believe that you may understand”.  

We are all held accountable for what we are given to understand & the diligent student of the Bible is given to understand more & more.  But knowledge is not just an intellectual exercise, but is given as an encouragement to ACT on our faith with understanding. For unbelievers, it is better not to understand God’s Word, than to understand & then reject God’s truth.  Understanding & obedience leads to lives that the Epistle demands:  holiness, humility, gratitude & love - so that disciples (that we)  might become Christ’s Epiphany.  
So what was Jesus teaching about the Kingdom of heaven (Kingdom of God), meaning that God is sovereign King?  Jewish understanding of the Kingdom of God was His rule in justice & peace that would begin at the Great Day of the Lord – Habakkuk 2:14 “when the earth will be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the LORD.”  Habakkuk was encouraged to be patient for that day:  2:3, “At the time I have decided, my words will come true.  It may take a long time, but keep on waiting-- it will happen!”  

That promise is yet future: the 2nd Coming of Christ.  We are living between the 1st & 2nd Coming of Christ,  in the “Church Age”, the “dispensation of Grace”, which is the Mystery Kingdom of God.  Why mystery?  
Because the ancient prophets (Judaism) did not foresee Christ’s 2-fold Coming with a mystery interval in between.  Christ’s rule has begun, but is not yet completed.  And the Glory of living in this mystery Kingdom is that God offers us a share to be co-workers & co-creators in His New Creation – the work we are doing right here.  
The Kingdom parables tell us that our service to Christ is a time of conflict - conflict that will not be resolved until “the harvest” - Christ’s return – when weeds will be bundled & separated from wheat.  This is our time for great Fruitfulness, in spite of adversity & opposition even when the enemy sows tares in the wheat field, hoping to spoil the crop.  In this time of growth & fruitfulness, the weeds are so intertwined with the good fruit that weeding is impossible w/o damaging the crop.  We must never give up the work of the church because we might see tares (corruption & evil) among us.
What about the parable of the mustard seed?  Mustard is not a vegetable suitable as a meal, like bread made from wheat.  Mustard is a side dish, a spice, an herb.  Its seeds are tiny & the plants are never a major crop on the farm.  In the parable this mustard grows enormously.  Jesus said that it even turned into a tree!  How strange!  Jesus’ listeners knew from experience & from Gen 1:12 that plants bring forth seed after their own kind – herbs remain herbs & trees remain trees.

What happened here?  The little herb garden grew into an un-natural monster.  This parable is about corrupt & false development.  Some of you might reject this interpretation because you always heard this parable as an illustration of small beginnings, like the 12 apostles, growing into a world-wide church.  Christ’s Church has indeed grown from small beginnings.  But Jesus had another parable in Mk 4:26 to make this point.

Here again, a man sowed seed – no mention of the kind of seed.  While he slept, the seed sprouted & grew - the man knew not how or why.  When the “fruit” was ripe, the man began the harvest.  Here Jesus taught God as the source of growth & abundance – we don’t know why some churches grow more than others – God does it.  But if we join Christ’s cause, our work is always fruitful even with small beginnings.  

The parable of the mustard seed is different.  Notice that Jesus described the mustard tree as a haven for the “birds of the air”.  Those birds appeared in the 1st parable of the soils, when Jesus identified them as the agents of the devil.  They wait in the branches of this unnatural tree for a chance to snatch away the good seed of God’s Word. 

What does this mean?  I believe Jesus warns us that conflict in the mystery Kingdom of God sometimes grows out of side issues that become magnified way out of proportion.  Just think of the role of Saints, of Mary in the church, the issue of double predestination, “Kingdom Now” theology – all these minor issues have grown way out of proportion to their small beginnings & relative insignificance.  The point is that the Church should never lose its focus on Jesus & should keep side issues from turning into mustard trees.  

Lastly, the shortest parable about leaven – yeast: Is this also simply about growth?  People speak of the Church “leavening the world”, as if one righteous person could turn the evil of the world into good by osmosis.  But leaven in Scripture is rarely symbolic of anything good.  Yeast in the Bible is always a symbol of sin because it puffs up the bread (as with pride) & causes mold to overgrow the bread w/i a few days.  St Paul warns against a little leaven infecting the whole lump (1 Cor 5:6 & Gal 5:9).  The meaning is clear:  Unattended evil spreads throughout the dough – the church, society, the world.  Not so with goodness – goodness w/o active maintenance withers away.  
In the parable a woman hid the yeast in 3 measures of flour – the traditional Jewish fellowship offering.  The secret addition of yeast to the fellowship meal represents the addition of false teaching & sin  to the life of the Church.  The 3 parables together then are Christ’s warning that opposition to God’s mystery Kingdom comes through 
1.  false disciples (tares), 
2.  false development (mustard tree), & 
3.  false doctrine (leaven).  
The good news is that God’s good growth cannot be stopped – it is God’s work – Mark’s parable.  The harvest will be plentiful &  we have been warned of the enemy’s plans to spoil the crop.  Christ’s reign has begun.  The Psalmist tells us that the “desire of the wicked shall perish” – v 10.  But –v 4 – “light shines in the darkness for the upright”.  
Let us pray:  May the words we have heard with our outward ears may bear such inward fruit that we may glorify Christ trough our lives to the honor of His Name.  AMEN. 
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