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BIBLE STUDY on Matthew 13 v 31 – 33, 44 – 52    
(For group use or adapted for individual use)
Icebreaker  (to warm up)

If you were asked to complete the sentence ‘The Kingdom of heaven is like...’ what would you say?  Think of as many things as you can.
Looking at the text  (for exploration and understanding)

· Count how many parables there are in this chapter.  How many of them begin, ‘The kingdom of heaven is like....’  

· Make a list of the parables in the verses treated by this study.  Name them by the objects that are the images for the Kingdom of Heaven.

Taking each parable in turn:

v 31 – 32 
· The mustard seed is not the smallest seed known to us today, but it was the smallest one used in Palestine at the time.
· See what you can find out about mustard plants including the height to which they can grow.
· Do you think Jesus was thinking of Daniel chapter 4 verse 21 when he used this image?  You may also like to look up Revelation 11 v 15.
· What is the main point of this parable?

v 33 

· The image of yeast in the Bible usually has a negative connotation – see, for example, Mark 8 v 15.  

· What is the main point of this parable?

v 44 – 45
· It was common for people to hide treasure in the ground.  Why do you think this was?

· What is the main point of both these parables?

v 47 – 50 
· This parable seems to be making the same point as the Parable of the Weeds (v 24 – 30 and v 36 – 43).  Have a look at the similarities and differences.
· What is the main point?

And finally:

· How do you understand verses 51 – 52?

Applying it to ourselves  (for discussion)   
1. Is the ‘Kingdom of heaven’ the same thing as the ‘Kingdom of God’?  What do we know about it from chapter 13 of Matthew’s Gospel?  How relevant is the concept to us today? 
2. Read verses 34 – 35 (which get missed out of the lectionary).  Explore why you think Jesus used parables and whether we should make more use of this sort of oratory device today. 
Action  (for thinking about)

Take time, individually, to think of one action or thought or change in attitude that you are going to leave the group with.  Then move into prayer.  
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For use in connection with the gospel reading the seventeenth Sunday in Ordinary Time.  

Call to Worship

‘O give thanks to the Lord, call on his name, make known his deeds among the peoples’ Ps 105 v 1
Hymn StF 87  ‘Praise to the living God’  Medieval Jewish Doxology transl. early C20th 

Opening Prayer

Pick out a line from each verse of the hymn and weave them into your own prayer of praise.

Psalm set for today: Psalm 105 v 1 – 11, 45b 

Prayer of Confession

Say sorry to the God who has done so many ‘wonderful works’ for his people – and for you.

Hymn StF 132  ‘O God, our help in ages past’ by Isaac Watts (1674 – 1748)
Gospel Reading set for today: Matthew 13 v 31 – 33, 44 – 52 
To think about
Here is a treasure chest of parables, do these five have the same point (as each other), do you think?  

Chapter 13, and these seven small (and not so small) stories, form the turning point of Matthew’s Gospel. Before this point, disciples have been gathered, discipleship in the Kingdom has been explained, the disciples have been sent out to proclaim the good news of Jesus and the Kingdom, there has been reaction and response – some good (from the crowds), some hostile (from the religious leaders). After this point, it becomes clearer to the disciples who Jesus is and what his Messiahship is going to entail. This crucial, central chapter of parables is all about the nature and spread of the Kingdom of Heaven and what it demands to be part of the excitement.

Hymn StF 254  ‘Seek ye first the Kingdom of God’ by Karen Lafferty (b 1948)
Reflection

When I was a child, I occasionally accompanied my father to services he was leading, and this included at a local residential care home.  I remember singing the hymn we used earlier – ‘O God, our help in ages past’ – and the feeling of the solidity and dependability of God that it fostered in me. When we come to the Gospel reading today, I get a very different sense of God working in Jesus. This time there is a great desire for God’s kingdom, there is risk-taking, joy and excitement. The two themes are, of course, not incompatible. It is because God is faithful and dependable, because he has had a history of ‘wonderful works’ (Psalm 105), that there is a solid base for the mission and work of Christian disciples – daringly carrying and spreading the good news of God’s kingdom. Not everyone will respond well – only a quarter in the parable of the Sower, and there will be a separation at the end time; but for those who do respond, there is the joy of the person who sells everything (i.e. complete sacrifice) in order to gain immense treasure. Which of these parables speaks to you today, and what is your response?

Prayers of Intercession and Lord’s Prayer

We pray for our world…  for the church…  for our local community…  for families & friends…

Say the Lord’s Prayer…

Hymn StF 545 ‘Be thou my vision, O Lord of my heart’ Irish, C8th transl. and versified early C20th 

Blessing

May the blessing of God: Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, be with us, and with all those whom we love and care for, this day and for evermore. Amen.

EXTRA RESOURCE ON MATTHEW CHAPTER 13 
Reflections on a Chapter of Parables:

v 1 – 9, 18 – 23 

Parable of the Sower (or ‘Soils’)

Main point
The seed of the Gospel only sometimes falls on ‘good ground’.  
Questions
Is the good soil where mission efforts should be concentrated? 
Is there any hope for the not so good ground?

v 24 – 30, 36 – 43 

Parable of the Wheat and Weeds
Main point


The world is a mix of good and bad, good soil and not so good, 

believers and non-believers, all sorts grow together. The sorting 
and separation will not take place until the end of time.
Question


Are things so clear cut?  Are we ourselves a mixture?

v 31 – 32 


Parable of the Mustard Seed

Main point
The Kingdom may seem very small (said Jesus) in 1st century 
Palestine (especially compared to the centuries’ old religions of Judaism and Paganism) but it is destined for tremendous (and unexpected?) growth. ‘Jesus’ answer is that it is like a mustard seed, as tiny as the end of a pin. But when it grows, it becomes the largest of garden plants – a sizable bush around 4 metres tall. Compared with the microscopic seed from which it sprang, that is phenomenal growth.’ Michael Green in ‘The Message of Matthew’ (BST series)
Question
Where is the insignificant (that has potential for growth) in our own lives?

v 33



Parable of the Yeast
Main point


If the parable of the Mustard Seed is to do with Growth, then the 
 

Parable of the Yeast is to do with Spread.
‘Yeast is hidden but it will permeate the whole loaf. So with the kingdom. Obscure and hidden, it will pervade society and permeate the whole world.’ Michael Green in ‘The Message of Matthew’ (BST series)
Question
This domestic image – familiar to the hearers of Jesus – can be 
pictured by us too (although it might be a man or a boy today!). How far does it describe what has happened to the Kingdom two millennia later?  Is there still a spread that needs to happen?
v 44 – 46 


Parables of the Treasure in the Field and the Finest Pearl
Main point


These two small stories make the same basic point – that the 
 

Kingdom is so valuable and precious that it is worth any sacrifice 
 

to gain it.  In fact, gaining the Kingdom demands everything.
Question


Some people stumble on the Kingdom by accident, some have a 
 



long and patient search before they find it. However, we have 
 



come across God’s Kingdom, have we been (are we) prepared to 
 



give everything to enter it?
Reflections on a Chapter of Parables continued:

v 47 – 50 


Parable of the Fish

Main point


This story is similar to that of the Wheat and the Weeds. There is 
 

no instant salvation, the Christian path of discipleship takes 
 


perseverance – and time. God will do the sorting (and judging?) at 
 

the end, no-one knows when that will be.
Question


Just as it is difficult to judge our own discipleship, so it is difficult to judge 
 



other people’s. How much of a warning is there in these parables against 
 



being judgemental – in both society and the church?

