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Have you ever had the experience where a stranger or a friend, a child or a senior told you a 

wild story? By wild, I mean that it seemed so strange that it was hard to understand or believe. 

You didn’t really know what to do with it. You left confused and scratching your head. You may 

have tried to put it out of your mind entirely and dismissed this story. Or, you may have shared 

it with others to get their take on it. Or you may have done something in between. 

When Jesus told parables, people didn’t know what to do with them. The meaning was often 

unclear. His twelve disciples would ask him when the crowds had left, “What does this parable 

mean?”   

The unusual thing about parables is that while they are simple stories, Jesus did not tell them to 

make things plain. In fact, he tells his disciples that parables  deliberately have a kind of hidden 

meaning. Those who hear a parable, dismissively say “I don’t get it,” and then move on have 

missed out on the opportunity to know Jesus and the Kingdom of Heaven.  

However, for those who ponder the parable, who let it roll around in their minds and earnestly 

seek its meaning, the Kingdom of Heaven becomes more real, more tangible. 

The Parable of the Pearl is one of the parables without an interpretation in the text of Scripture. 

Let’s read it again together from Matthew 13:45-46: Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a 

merchant looking for fine pearls. 46 When he found one of great value, he went away and sold 

everything he had and bought it.  

Various English translations of these two short verses do not differ much. We have just one 

character: a merchant, a tradesman, a wholesaler1. This person is active in acquiring something 

of value, looking for high quality. When he finds this pearl that is better than anything he’s seen 

before, he sells everything to buy it. 

Pearls are mentioned in only a few places in the New Testament. They were a sign of wealth, 

since pearls were imported from regions like the Red Sea, the Persian Gulf or India.2 These 

locations had water 14-36 metres deep3 in which the shells of oysters might produce pearls.  

                                                           
1 Robert H. Stein, Introduction to the Parables of Jesus, Westminster Press, 1981, p. 101 
2 Simon J. Kistemaker, The Parables, Baker Books, 1980, p. 59 
3 “Pearl,” Brittanica School, online encyclopedia. 



At one point Jesus tells people, “Do not throw your pearls to pigs” (Matthew 7:6). He seems to 

have meant that valuable wisdom is wasted if given to fools who have no appreciation for it.   

The glory and splendour of the New Jerusalem in Revelation 21 is described as having twelve 

gates each formed of a single pearl. Pearls required a diver taking risks; pearls are a wonder of 

nature, a glimmering beauty that reflects light. 

Back to our merchant. We see in him someone discerning, who has an eye for beauty. The 

shape of the pearl must be just so. He knows the variations in lustre and is seeking a pearl with 

depth and quality. When he finds the one pearl of great value, he knows his search is over.  

Have you ever held and examined a pearl? It’s one thing to store up some facts about pearls in 

our minds and then have a logical understanding of what Jesus said, and it’s another to ponder 

a pearl, roll it around in our palm, and earnestly seek its meaning and its beauty.  

A Syrian theologian who served as a deacon did this very thing in around the year 360 AD. 

Based on his hands-on experience with a single pearl and his thoughtful reflections about it, 

Ephrem the Syrian wrote seven hymns.  

Among other things, he observed that the pearl speaks with “silent mouth” of the trophies, 

victories and crowns of Jesus Christ. The bright and luminous gem was for him a reflection of 

Jesus, the “Light of the world.”4  

The Kingdom of Heaven is like… This is how many parables begin. It’s a formula. It’s similar to 

hearing “once upon a time” and knowing a make-believe story for children will follow.  

What can be tricky is that this formula can direct us to the wrong thing.  In this parable, for 

example, it seems to tell us that the Kingdom of Heaven is like a merchant. Should we focus on 

the merchant to understand this parable? Well, not exactly.  

As readers of the New Testament, we need to remember that it was originally written in Greek.  

And, before Matthew recorded his Gospel, Jesus taught the crowds not in Greek but in Aramaic. 

Joachim Jeremias, a German Bible scholar of yesteryear, pointed out that the Aramaic 

expression Jesus likely used was similar to “It is the case with…”5 Understanding the Kingdom of 

Heaven through a parable means looking at the full story, not just the first element mentioned. 

So, what we learn from the parable of the pearl is that the Kingdom of Heaven is of great value. 

That seems obvious. But is that all there is to it? 

Let’s look once more at the two-sentence story, and its first word: “Again.” Jesus and Matthew 

know that one parable can never capture the fulness of the Kingdom of Heaven. In this case, we 

                                                           
4 http://www.voskrese.info/spl/pearl.html  
5 Joachim Jeremias, The Parables of Jesus, Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1954, p. 101 

http://www.voskrese.info/spl/pearl.html


need to go back to the parable that came right before it, to give us more understanding of the 

main point. 

In the NIV, what comes before is: “The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field. 

When a man found it, he hid it again, and then in his joy went and sold all he had and bought 

that field.”  

It’s not hard to see parallels between the parable of the hidden treasure and the pearl. Yes, the 

high value of the Kingdom of Heaven, through the treasure and the pearl stands out. Another 

similarity is the response of the person who finds the valuable item, whether by chance or by 

diligent search, sells everything to possess it. 

As we ponder these parables, letting them roll around in our minds, and earnestly seeking their 

meaning, we realize that the value of the Kingdom and the willingness to sell everything to 

obtain it really go hand in hand.  

We can see a similar sentiment throughout the book of Proverbs. More than ten times, the 

writer of Proverbs compares wisdom to valuable treasures be they rubies, gold, choice silver, or 

a crown. In Proverbs 2:1-5, we read an impassioned plea. 

My child, if you accept my words 

    and treasure up my commandments within you, 
2 making your ear attentive to wisdom 

    and inclining your heart to understanding; 
3 if you indeed cry out for insight, 

    and raise your voice for understanding; 
4 if you seek it like silver, 

    and search for it as for hidden treasures— 
5 then you will understand the fear of the Lord 

    and find the knowledge of God. 

 

If the wisdom of God is this valuable, surely the Kingdom of Heaven built on this wisdom is also 

of such great worth that we ought to seek it, pursue it, and invest in it with all that we have.  

Jesus’ teaching about the Kingdom links to these Old Testament teachings; that is especially 

worth noting since Matthew’s audience was familiar with the Old Testament Scriptures. 

Now, selling all you have to obtain the Kingdom of Heaven sounds a bit intense, doesn’t it? We 

might dismiss it due to our Reformed understanding that we cannot earn salvation by anything 

we do, not even works of great generosity.  Jesus must not mean this literally, we protest. 

Well, let’s look at a completely different parable that has a character about to sell all he has. 

However, this sale of possessions is not his choice.  



Starting in Matthew 18:23, we hear of one who owed his master ten thousand talents; since he 

could not pay, his master ordered him to be sold, together with his wife and children and all his 

possessions, so that payment could be made.  

Debt is something that can force a person to sell all that they have, and in Bible times it could 

include selling even people into slavery for a limited period of time.  

While those who found the hidden treasure and the pearl went off with JOY to sell all their 

goods, this man in debt is in utter MISERY. What will he gain by selling his goods, his children 

and his own self? Nothing! It is the harsh consequence of debt that cannot be escaped.  

 

I remember once hearing of someone whose business went bankrupt. Because it was not 

incorporated, the bank took everything this family owned, including the meat in their freezer. 

Selling everything under these conditions is a scenario anyone would fear. 

When looking for another Scripture that refer to selling everything in order to obtain something 

of greater value, we find it one chapter later. Matthew shares a conversation between Jesus 

and a rich man, who is challenged to sell everything.  

This young man comes to Jesus looking to obtain eternal life. He is, in fact, seeking the Kingdom 

of Heaven. He wants to know exactly what is required.  

When Jesus says, “Keep the commandments,” he wants them to be spelled out, certain that he 

could check off every box. But Jesus ends up surprising the young man by saying, ““If you wish 

to be perfect, go, sell your possessions, and give the money[c] to the poor, and you will have 

treasure in heaven; then come, follow me.”  

Again, rather than JOY, we see MISERY.6 Various translations describe the emotion the young 

man displayed as he turned away from Jesus as sad, grieving, crestfallen, sorrowful. Although 

he desired the Kingdom of Heaven, he could not bring himself to invest in it fully.  

In Mark and Luke, another individual rather than selling everything is said to be giving up 

everything-- “all she has to live on.” When this poor widow places two copper coins in the 

Temple offering, Jesus calls the attention of his disciples to this display of commitment.   

 

While others had come by to donate large amounts from their ongoing wealth, Jesus knows this 

woman with very limited means has surrendered all to the Lord. We are not told the expression 

on her face, but we can imagine that it was not sorrow or misery. Jesus saw her heart and 

motivation was JOY and trust in her Maker. 

                                                           
6 Stein, p.104 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+19&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-23782c


All this talk of total investment in the Kingdom of Heaven feels a bit uncomfortable. Is this a 

ploy to make people give more money to the church?  Really, what’s wrong with the 

comfortable lives we have built up? Didn’t we work hard to earn them? John Timmer puts our 

resistance this way: “If there is one thing in life people resist doing, it is overhauling their 

treasured values and rearranging their priorities.”7  

When my son was preparing to go to abroad for a one-year mission, he sold his bass guitar, his 

amplifier, his bicycle, and other things of value. He made donations and emptied his bank 

account. He left as if he might not come back. Watching this was challenging as parents. Is this 

the kind of dedication Jesus wants from all of us? We wondered if it was impulsive extremism, 

but we saw JOY as he made these transactions. 

If buried treasure and a lustrous and valuable pearl feel too distant from our everyday 

experiences in Canada, let’s reimagine the parable of the hidden treasure and the parable of 

the pearl using a more current example of something out of reach for most people.   

It was actually suggested as a modern equivalent by a Grade 8 student during class devotions, 

when asked, “What is something today that somebody might sell everything to get?”  

 

Consider with me: The Kingdom of Heaven is like the case of a collector of classic cars, who 

scours websites and advertisement and travels to dealerships and auto shows every weekend 

for months. He is seeking for the one car that meets all his criteria for design, speed, and luxury. 

One day, he spots a one-off Bugatti sportscar and knows he doesn’t need to see any others.  

He smiles broadly and sells all the other cars in his collection and everything else he owns to get 

that sportscar.  

The man who sold everything to buy the field, and the merchant who sold everything to buy 

the pearl, and the car enthusiast of our modern example did not feel they were making a 

sacrifice. It was a calculated decision; they knew the supreme value of the item they were 

seeking. Therefore, I also hesitate to use the word “sacrifice” to describe what citizens of the 

Kingdom of Heaven choose to give up in their loyalty to Jesus.  

After all, what else has lasting value? Through Christ and his Kingdom, in the words of the hymn 

writer, we have “pardon for sin and a peace that endureth, [Christ’s] own dear presence to 

cheer and to guide, strength for today and bright hope for tomorrow. Blessings all [ours] with 

ten thousand beside.”8 

                                                           
7 John Timmer, The Kingdom Equation: A Fresh Look at the Parables of Jesus, CRC Publications, 1990, p. 31. 
8 Thomas O. Chisholm, “Great is Thy Faithfulness,” 1923. 



JOY is the motivation for a Kingdom citizen to give up things of minor value so that they 

become more and more centred on their King and Lord. A kingdom citizen whose goal is total 

investment9 willingly gives up control of his career path.  

She rejects the myth of self-sufficiency and self-reliance.  

Little by little, they deconstruct worldly definitions of “success” in favour of godly definitions of 

“stewardship.”  

Bit by bit, she realizes the emptiness of pride of race, pride of nationality, and pride of 

achievements.  

Rather than insisting on their own rights and comforts, this commitment to the things of God 

involves deeper care and love for the vulnerable.  

This investment in God’s kingdom makes him give up “the feeling that he starts each day as the 

lawful possessor of twenty-four hours”10, to use as he sees fit.  

Committing every part of oneself to serving the Lord is a joyful process, and it will take a 

different form in your life than it does in mine. Make no mistake, we will occasionally get 

sidetracked by a shimmering deception that eventually shows itself to be a counterfeit Pearl.11  

So, we need to cry out DAILY with the writer of Psalm 86, “Teach me your way, O Lord, and I 

will walk in your truth; give me an undivided heart, that I may fear your name.” 

The Apostle Paul, apart from giving up a stable and comfortable life in either Jerusalem or 

Tarsus, testifies from a Philippian jail, “Whatever was to my profit, I now consider loss for the 

sake of Christ. What is more, I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness 

of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things.”  

These are not the words of a miserable or bitter person. It is with JOY that Paul devoted himself 

fully to Christ, “in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge” (Colossians 

2:3). 

 

To what extent have you deeply pondered just who Jesus is? Have you allowed the parable of 

the treasure and the pearl to roll around in your mind, your hands, your heart?  

Have you earnestly sought the meaning of eternal life? Are you beginning to see and feel and 

know and believe that nothing in all creation can compare with the Beauty and Value of Jesus?  

                                                           
9 This expression “total investment” comes from Robert Farrar Capon’s book Parables of the Kingdom, published 
by Eerdmans in 1985 
10 C.S. Lewis, The Screwtape Letters, letter #21, published in 1961. 
11 Matthew Henry, Commentary on Matthew 13: 45-46, 1706. 



Then with JOY, you will know the next attitude or tangible thing to let go of in order to embrace 

the Kingdom of Heaven and its King more fully. 

Amen. 


