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Moving Toward Completion: Matthew 13:47-50 
 
When I read this parable and it’s sister parable, the Interpretation of the Weeds in the Wheat, I tend to 
get a little nervous.  I get nervous for two reasons. First, I’m uncomfortable with judgment.  Preachers 
tend to focus either on the love, grace, and forgiveness of God to the exclusion of all else, or the 
judgment and wrath of God to the exclusion of all else.  I don’t think either end of the spectrum is 
biblical; these characteristics of God are more integrally linked that we might think.  For that reason, 
any discussion of judgment without a framework of love and grace in the context of God’s covenantal 
faithfulness, is very dangerous. 
 
The second reason that I get a little twitchy about this parable flows out of the first.  Religion, in all its 
diverse and historical forms, does not have a good track record when it comes to sorting out the good 
from the bad.  If we were to investigate religious activity through the ages, we would find that no major 
religion is exempt from committing dreadful atrocities in the name of divine judgment and justice.   
 
One might think that given the nature of human history, we might have learned a thing or two about 
violent (physical as well as psychological) approaches to enacting judgment in the name of some god 
or another.  Anyone watching the news on any given day will know that this is not the case.  And the 
human damage that is inflicted because religious zealots believe (they really do believe it) they are 
being faithful to their god, and god’s will for them and for the world, is horrifying and sickening.  
Today the perpetrators of such judgment might be extremist Islamists, but let’s not exclude ourselves.  
The name of Jesus has been similarly used to justify such actions.   
 
So far, the parables of the kingdom have shown us that God is sowing his kingdom presence in the 
entire world, without exception, right now, and that he is the one who is making it grow and bear fruit 
(The Sower, The Weeds, The Mustard Seed, and the Leaven).  We have learned that this kingdom 
presence is Jesus himself, the very real and actual restoring presence of God in the world, in the power 
of the Holy Spirit.  We have heard the invitation to seek out this kingdom and respond to it wholly and 
completely (The Hidden Treasure and the Pearl of Great Value). And we have seen that our response is 
mostly one of patience, non-interference, and an enormous investment.  
 
Now we catch a glimpse of how the kingdom will be worked out at the end of the age, when the history 
of creation will have come to its final completion (The Interpretation of the Weeds, and the Dragnet).  
As you might have noticed, there are some significant similarities between this parable and the 
interpretation of the weeds and the wheat.  Both parables speak of  “the end of the age”, both speak to a 
coming day of judgment, and both emphasize the divine prerogative to sort out the good from the bad.  
But these two parables also occur in the midst of the other parables of the kingdom, and I think they 
need to be understood in that context, rather than taken as independent teachings on the nature of God’s 
judgment.   
 
Let’s look at the parable itself.  A net was thrown into the sea and gathered up everything in the sea and 
the fishermen brought it to the shore to sort out the good from the bad.  A dragnet is the kind of net that 
you throw out from a boat, let it settle down a bit, and then drag it along, so that the net captures just 
about everything that is down there:  fish, seaweed, eels, crustaceans, rusty old machinery, decaying 
marine life, broken shells, etc.   Most of our translations indicate that the net caught only fish, but the 
word ‘fish’ doesn’t actually occur anywhere in the parable.  The parable simply states that the net 
gathered up “all things”.   
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This is the mission of the church in the kingdom.  It is to gather into the kingdom all things, all manner 
of things, without discrimination.  The church just keeps dragging that kingdom net until we reach the 
other shore, when God will send his angels to sort it all out.  Sadly though, the church has too often 
tried to do the sorting out along the way.  In every sector of our society and in every age, we are very 
good at drawing distinctions between us and them.  It’s the way we form our identity:  we are this and 
not that, we believe this and not that, and we behave this way and not that way.  And it is true; as 
Christ’s body on earth we are set apart from the world and have been called to a special kingdom 
purpose in the world.  However, the kingdom and its working out in the world isn’t an exclusive 
kingdom.  The leaven works through the whole batch of dough, the whole field is sown, and the net 
drags through the whole sea, gathering up everything in its path.   And for now, we remain wheat in the 
midst of weeds, good in the midst of everything else – distinct to be sure, but not separate. 
 
Now, concerning the good and the bad. The initial gathering up of the things in the sea includes the 
good and the bad.  The word for “good” shouldn’t be defined narrowly as moral goodness, as it 
includes the sense of beautiful, useful, fair, or fine.  It is the word that is used for the Good Shepherd.  
There is another word that is used for simple moral goodness, but it isn’t used here.  The word for bad 
likewise isn’t the word for moral badness.  It is the word for rotten, worthless, unserviceable.  The 
contrast isn’t in the innate goodness or badness of what is gathered up, but in their usefulness to their 
fisherman.  What this means then is that whatever sorting is done, depends entirely on the disposition 
of the sorters – what they consider useful or beautiful.  And what they consider useful might be a rusty 
old anchor or a glob of seaweed.  
 
When we focus on the first half of the parable, we see that the kingdom mission of the church is 
indiscriminate: to bear witness to and embody this kingdom that picks up everything in its path, and its 
path happens to encompass the whole world.  But as we move further into the parable, into the 
eschatological (end of times) angelic sorting part, final judgment is inescapable.  Then evil will be 
sorted out from the righteous. Who are the wicked? Who are the righteous?  What is the end of the age? 
 
The end of the age is that time when all of history will have moved toward its completion, its fullness, 
its final accomplishment.  It is the time when the kingdom that has been sown as Jesus Christ is finally 
and fully harvested, and all is finally and eternally gathered up into the presence of God.  At that time, 
everyone (all things) will be gathered up and presented to the Judge.  And everyone who comes before 
the judge has already been reconciled to God, forgiven and restored, in and through Jesus Christ.  
Jesus’ saving work on the cross bore the judgment that should have been on all of us.  And it was born 
out of God’s unending love for us and his faithfulness to the covenant he had made with us. No one 
gets to heaven or hell based on past deeds.  If that were the case, we would all end up in hell with no 
hope of ever getting out.  We are all there on account of God’s grace. 
 
So, if we all stand before the judge as forgiven sinners, what’s the difference between the good and the 
bad, the righteous and the wicked?  The parable is fairly clear that there is a difference.  Remember that 
because of the righteousness of Jesus, all are righteous because all share in his right relationship with 
his Father.  But there will be some folks in the crowd who choose to opt out of participating in God’s 
gift. The wicked are those who are willfully evil – who willfully turn away from God and reject his gift 
of forgiveness and restoration.  Even though all are invited and accepted, it is entirely possible to reject 
the work of Christ.  Those who are determined to reject Jesus’ invitation to the kingdom party are cast 
out, lest they ruin the party for everyone else.  Robert Farrar Capon says that it is “entirely certain that 
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for those who indulge is that behavior [rejection of the gift] there is no possibility of keeping such a 
party pooper at the marriage supper of the Lamb”.1   
 
Such are cast into the fire where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.  The fire is God’s 
absolute insistence that nobody is going to ruin his feast. The weeping and the gnashing of teeth arises 
from the inner anguish and guilt that the choice of rejection causes.  The people in the fiery outer 
darkness are those who threw out the best and most glorious invitation they were offered, and now have 
no one to blame but themselves. 
 
The kingdom isn’t a nice religious idea that you can explore when you have a few extra minutes on 
your hands.  It isn’t an attractive (but dead) object in a museum for you to admire.  It is a “fabulous 
hoard of treasure, yours for the taking, if you’ll sell everything else to buy the field where it is hidden.”  
The kingdom isn’t like every other religious idea in the world that you can collect like a string of 
pearls.  “It’s like the biggest, finest pearl ever imagined – yours for the taking if you’ll sell everything 
else, including all your other pearls, in order to purchase it”. There is only one great treasure, one great 
pearl.  But the decision to find it, seek it out, gather it up, give everything to have it, is an urgent 
decision.  History isn’t going around in circles (N.T. Wright).  All of history is moving toward this 
final end, toward the time when God’s kingdom of justice, righteousness, wholeness, peace, and love 
will be finally complete. It will be the time when every knee really will bow down before the God of 
heaven and earth. It will be a time when people from all times and places will gather around the 
wedding feast of the Lamb.   
 
It is the mission of Christ’s church to proclaim this Good News to the world.  It is the mission of the 
church to cast the net, again and again, into the whole world, so that all would be gathered up into it.  It 
is never our mission to sort anything out: simply to cast the net.    
 
And as a member of Christ’s body, you personally get to get in on it all as well. Not by any works of 
your own. But by giving up everything you have and everything you are to receive the gift, freely 
given, and so be transformed by it.  You could opt out and choose to reject God’s forgiveness and his 
love.  But why would you?  It won’t change your status as a fully reconciled child of God. But it will 
have serious consequences for your ability to enjoy that reality forever.  When you consider all that 
God’s kingdom has to offer:  justice, love, peace, forgiveness, community, health, healing, wholeness, 
and all of this because of the actual and very real presence of the actual and very real God of the 
universe, why would anyone opt out?  This is the Good News of the Kingdom of God.  Thanks be to 
God! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
1 Robert Farrar Capon, The Parables of the Kingdom, Eerdmans, 1985. p.156, 157) 


