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For centuries, these two short parables of Jesus have been interpreted nearly consistently the same way. The standard interpretation goes something like this: The treasure in the field is Jesus. The pearl of great price is the Word and Sacraments. The man who finds these treasures is the disciple of Christ. Finding such a treasure, the Christian is then encouraged to give up all he has for this treasure.  Jesus said that if anyone wishes to follow Him, they should lose their life, thereby indicating how costly discipleship is. Jesus told the rich man to go, sell all he had, and give to the poor, then begin to follow Him. 


 I think we'd all agree Jesus certainly is a treasure. We just sang a hymn that began with those words. The Gospel, the Good news of Christ's suffering, death and resurrection is indeed a pearl of great price. So, having found this great treasure, we have gone out and . . . sooo, Yes, well, uh, well, I, uh, that is, it seems I need to schedule a huge yard sale at my residence in the very near future. House included.


You see, the second sentence in both these parables is where the long-held understanding breaks down. Many a well-meaning and faithful Christian theologian has at this point, retreated, quite hastily. Both parables end with the man, the searcher and finder of the treasure, selling all and buying the field, at the cost of everything else. 


But no one has done this. Like me, you still have your cars, house, clothes, and other assorted possessions. Yet like me, you have the Gospel, since you come here regularly and therefore I assume that by faith you have discovered this hidden treasure. So, I am forced to ask: Which of you has gone and sold all you have and bought this treasure that is Jesus? Not a one. Why not?


And I would venture to say that not a one of us is ready or willing to say that anyone is able to purchase the Kingdom of God. We know that the Kingdom of God can't be bought. Forgiveness of sins, salvation, redemption, and eternal life cannot be purchased, even if you garnered all the proceeds from the sale of your estate, lock, stock and barrel. It can't be bought because it's a gift. 


Oh, I know, you're just waiting for it to go on sale. Like one day, you're scanning the weekly ads and there it is, Jesus, 40% off with coupon, of course. Or you'll be cruising the clearance racks and hidden on one of the racks is the Kingdom, marked way down for a quick sale. There, you can have your Kingdom and your possessions as well.


I know, I was being facetious. But that's just the point. The whole thing breaks down when we hit those two sentences. And in the breaking down, it seems the point of the parables is lost.


Now, I want to make something very clear. All those sermons you may have heard that have talked about Jesus as the treasure and the pearl of great price, I am not saying are wrong. Indeed, Jesus truly is a treasure. We just sang it and I believe it to be true. 


However, having said that, I believe there is a better and more faithful exposition of these two parables. I believe that, having studied these parables with the help of several trusted Lutheran theologicans, these parables need to be read Christologically. They need to be read the way Jesus intended them to be heard. 


For a while, we know that Jesus' ministry was going great guns. Yet, as we discovered two weeks ago, by this time, opposition is forming and people are questioning Jesus, doubting his words, and walking away. The Pharisees are plotting his demise. The disciples are becoming disenfranchised at the waning popularity of Jesus and don't know what to think anymore. 


Then, Jesus tells two parables, the sower and the seed, and the good seed and the weeds, which serve to further sadden the disciples. Jesus is warning them that things are going to go from bad to worse and in the worst way. It won't be long before Jesus predicts Peter's denial and He quotes from the Old Testament about how the “the shepherd will be struck and the sheep will be scattered.” A short year or so later, these brave men will find themselves shut up in a locked room, afraid and ashamed, and probably thinking God is none too pleased with them. 


Secondly, it must be kept in mind that whenever Jesus tells a parable about the Kingdom of God and the parable has a lone figure acting, that figure always represents in one way or another God, and specifically Jesus. When there are multiple characters, again, the actor in the central position is God/Jesus. He's going out of his way to enlighten people about the true nature of the Kingdom.


Here's a few examples. The parable of the Good Samaritan is not Jesus telling us to care for our neighbor. It's about Jesus caring for the wounded. The parable of the Prodigal Son, though the focus seems to be on the son who squanders the inheritance, has as the real shocker of the story the father's behavior. The two parables we have just heard about these past two weeks, the same thing. In both, the sower is Jesus. 


So, the default mode of interpreting Jesus' parables should be a Christocentric one. Both parables today have one central figure doing all the acting, and the action, Jesus tells says, is what the Kingdom of Heaven is like.


Here, then, is the conclusion. The man who finds the treasure and the pearl of great price, is Jesus. The world, naturally, as in other parables, is the world. And the treasure: Well, here we are again, at a loss for words. 


I believe that the disciples were as well, because when Jesus asked them if they understood these things, they answer with just one word “yes.” Which is so unlike them. Why? Because they have just experienced what the professor calls “The breathtaking reckoning of grace.” And they are speechless as it sinks in. 


Has it done so with you. I hope it has. Because the real twist, the astounding coup de grace, is the last detail of the parable. The treasure and the pearl. What or who is it? It's us. Specifically, the elect, those whom God foreknew from eternity would be called by the Gospel and come to faith.  You. And You. And me. Yes, God is calling you treasures. Yes, God is labeling you pearls of great price.


And I know what you're thinking. I'm no treasure. Pearl? Hardly. Not by a long shot. I've got filth in every pore of my body. I'm covered with the stain of sin, ugly and wicked sin. I'm six feet under layers of guilt and mistakes and bad behavior. I'm diseased and ill. I have doubts, lots of them. 


Not to mention the mountains of persecution and trouble that inundate us daily. Or the grief that comes and nearly buries us in depression and emptiness. This can't be. It can't be, because when these two interpretations are set side by side, where Jesus is the treasure in one and we are the treasure in the other, it doesn't fit. 


The disciples are at exactly that point as well. Maybe they're questioning their allegiance to Jesus, which I'm sure is causing them great distress. Maybe they're doubting having taken up with him. They know they're not perfect and they know that they have already done some dumb things. 


In the midst of that, and on top of the growing opposition by the crowds to Jesus, our Lord, our wise and compassionate God, takes them aside and like He always does, gives them sight. Opens their eyes of faith to see something they otherwise would not see. With the intent of the love that can only come from the God of love, Jesus tells them two parables to comfort them. He takes them by the hand and says, “Guys, look at yourselves the way I see you. Here's the view from the Father's perspective.” 


Likewise for you. Take a look at yourself through God's eyes. Gaze at you using Jesus sight. With these two parables, Jesus draws the picture He sees, that He wants you to see as well. There you are, a treasure in His sight. Dirty, yes. Disobedient, no doubt. Lost and hidden in the world. Exactly.


According to Jesus, God is on a mission. He is out find you. He's on the hunt, looking for buried treasure. He knows exactly where to find His favorite things. In the field, buried out here in the world of sin and death and destruction and evil. 


Along comes a man, the God-man, and he discovers the treasures that have been cast aside into the dirt. You and you and me. The man rejoices that He has found what he was looking for. He goes and sells all he has and buys the field. Now is the time to recall John 3:16, for it fits so well. 


The man, Jesus, sells all He has and buys you as you are, dirty, unkempt, full of sin and evil. He goes to the cross and dies there, because that's the only way to buy these treasures in earthy vessels. He jumps up and down with glee at finding these buried treasures and does not hesitate one instant to pay the full price of your redemption. 


Let this sink in a bit. You are a treasure in God's eyes. You are so valuable that He did not spare his own Son, but gave Him up for you. He purchased you from sin, death and the power of the devil, not with gold or silver, but with his precious blood and his innocent suffering and death. 


When it finally gets past our defenses and that persistent self-critical nature we all have, we too will experience the breathtaking reckoning of grace. Is it too much to take in? Yes. Yet, this is our God and this is what He really wants you to know. You are so important to Him, you are so valuable to Him, that He willingly sacrifices his life on a cross for you. He gives up his life as a ransom, so that you might be His and live with Him, where? In His Kingdom. 


I hope you get it. I hope you can see yourself as God sees you. You are his. He put his name on you in baptism. He put his designer label on you, which reads, “Made in heaven by the One and Only Creator.” Whenever you are feeling low, whenever you are feeling worthless or unloved, think of these two parables. See yourself as God sees you. The pearl of great price, worth his Son's very life.


And oh, yea, one more thing. When you are gazing at yourself through Jesus' eyes, and marveling at the love He has for you, widen the view. Look, do you see them? More treasures. More pearls of great price. They're all around you, aren't they? Amen.
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