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The Bible – the treasure of old  

 
Over the past few weeks, I do not think that there can be anyone who has not reflected, however briefly, 
on how we relate to the media, both as individuals and as a community. At the same time as the 
lamentable behavior of quite a few British journalists and media executives is being exposed by other 
journalists on news bulletins around the world, there have been some more reflective commentaries on 
the role of the media generally in public debate. Last week’s Herald had an interesting article by Barry 
Jones, the walking encyclopaedia and former science minister of the Hawke government. It’s headline 
was “Intelligent discussion all but extinct”. In it he lamented the dumbing down of what passes for news 
in our society, and made one telling comparison. 
 
“In 1860, in New York Abraham Lincoln began his campaign for the presidency with a very complex 
speech about slavery at the Cooper Union, 7500 words long, complex and nuanced. All four New York 
newspapers published the full text, which was sent by telegraph across the nation, widely read and 
discussed. In 1860 the technology was primitive but the ideas were profound and sophisticated. In 2011 
technology is sophisticated but the ideas uttered by presidential aspirants are embarrassing in their 
banality, ignorance and naivety.” 
 
It seems our society generally has fallen under the sway of the KISS principle – “keep it short and 
simple”– or, in more aggressive management cultures – “Keep it simple, stupid” – which seems to me a 
great example of a self-fulfilling prophecy. So we have brief “grabs” of interviews because the subtle 
and detailed arguments put by the one being interviewed make for poor TV. The KISS principle has also 
invaded the church, it seems. At my course in Canberra last week, as we talked about different 
denominational worship styles, the course leader shared an interesting fact. Apparently the Assemblies 
of God church had done or found some research that suggested people became embarrassed with more 
than 19 seconds of silence, so their services are designed to keep constant change and stimulation 
happening. 
 
Lest we become a bit smug, we also talk in our course about the expectation of sermon length, which 
seems to have come under similar influences. Today, most sermons are expected to be around 15 
minutes, but one of the best sermons I have read was one we studied as a classic Anglican sermon, given 
by Lancelot Andrewes before King James, at Whitehall, on Easter Sunday in 1620. It is such a classic 
that it has been recorded at various times by different English actors. It takes about an hour. No KISS 
principle at work dealing with Jesus appearance to Mary Magdelene outside the empty tomb. 
 
And I think that Matthew is telling us in his gospel that the KISS principle has no place in the kingdom 
of heaven. 
 
The three parables in today’s reading are, admittedly, short, and might appear simple. I could, however, 
explore them and their challenge for our lives today at a length to rival Lancelot Andrewes – though I 
am sure you will be relieved to know that I will continue to follow more current practice as to sermon 
length. Indeed, I plan to focus chiefly on one verse, with briefer references to the parables themselves.  
 
But let me set these in context. The lectionary readings for today and of the past few weeks, are, 
according to some commentators, a central core of Matthew’s gospel. They focus on the nature of the 
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kingdom of heaven – or the kingdom of God as Mark and Luke would say, it is the same thing, Matthew 
follows the Jewish custom of using the word heaven instead of God. Remember, this is not some place 
where we go after death. The kingdom of heaven is the sovereign and saving rule of God that began 
breaking into our world with the life, death and resurrection of Jesus the Christ. It is coming slowly, in 
stages, so always has a “now” and “not yet” quality about it. This is what we pray for in the Lord’s 
prayer – “your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as in heaven.” We are asking for this world, 
this life, to be set to rights according to God’s will and intention at creation, exactly as it would be if 
God were the sole authority and power.  
 
It is a real challenge to try to see our way into this new world, and Jesus uses parables to lead his 
listeners into a deeper understanding of this emerging, but radically different, reality. He offers many 
parables, and they are full of subtleties and ambiguities that only increase their richness. For example, in 
the parable of the sower we heard two weeks ago, who is the sower? Is it indeed a parable of a sower, or 
a parable of seeds, or of soils? What is our role in this parable? 
 
The disciples struggle to understand and need further explanation in private. It is when they are alone 
that Jesus also shares today’s parables, emphasising for them, and for us, the core messages. The 
kingdom of heaven is coming, it is not particularly easy or simple to grasp, more like a hidden treasure, 
it is precious beyond belief, worth risking everything to be part of. Bp N T Wright in his commentary 
Matthew for Everyone puts it this way: 
 

“The gospel of the kingdom isn’t a pleasant religious idea that you might like to explore some 
time when you’ve got an hour or two to spare. It isn’t like an attractive object in a museum that 
you might visit and look at admiringly the next time you’re in the district. It’s like a fabulous 
hoard of treasure…” 

 
The disciples are having the message rammed home, and as they begin to understand, Jesus speaks 
directly to them – and to us: 
 

Matthew 13. 52:  And he said to them, “therefore every scribe who has been trained for the 
kingdom of heaven is like the master of a household who brings out of his treasure what is new 
and what is old.” 

 
As followers of Jesus, we also are scribes for the kingdom. That’s a bit confronting! There is help to fit 
us for this work: the Education for Ministry course or Bible study groups here at St Mark’s, a St James 
Institute seminar on 14th August on reading texts and discerning wisdom; and Doug Golding’s 
upcoming series of discussions about what it means to see the Bible as the word of God. Scribe training 
is available! 
 
Because it is our responsibility to tell the story of God and God’s people, to sow the seed, to share the 
treasure, to tell of the fabulous pearl. We need to follow Matthew’s example and bring the scriptures to 
life for today’s world. Our Education for Ministry notes put this really well: 
 

“This is how scripture works in the community of the people of God: the old being brought to 
life again by prayerful consideration of present demands in light of past instruction and by 
faithful translation of the word of God into the world of humankind…We have the responsibility 
to integrate old and new in a way that seeks to be faithful to what we have received and to what 
they – our forebears in the faith – experienced. That interpretive task is difficult, and … it has to 
be done afresh in every generation of the church’s life. Just as both new and old are brought out 
of the householder’s treasure again and again in the ordinary course of living, so also in the 
church, as the great twentieth-century Swiss theologian Karl Barth once said, we hold the Bible 
in one hand and today’s newspaper in the other, if we are to be faithful to what we know and 
who we are.” 
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How might the Bible speak to today’s newspaper headlines of the mass shootings and bombing in 
Norway, by, apparently, a Christian fundamentalist? One way would be to remember the parable of the 
net and fish. It reminds us that judgment is not our work. That is for others at the end of the age. Even 
more pertinent, is the parable of the weeds, where the workers are expressly forbidden from pulling up 
the weeds sown by the enemy among the good seed, “for in gathering the weeds you would uproot the 
wheat along with them” (Matthew 13.29). The psalms provide wonderful cathartic laments for those 
times when evil seems to prosper and God seems absent: “Why, O Lord, do you stand far off? Why do 
you hide yourself in times of trouble?” (Psalm 10.1) 
 
There is no question that being a scribe for the kingdom is demanding. Parts of the scriptures can seem 
hard work and difficult to engage with. But they are our story. We need to know them, strive to 
understand them, to take them seriously though not necessarily literally. We need to see the Bible – the 
treasure from of old – as a powerful guide today for our everyday life.  
 
Let us pray as we did last week in celebration of the King James version of the Bible. 
 
Blessed Lord, who has caused all holy scriptures to be written for our learning: grant that we may in 
such wise hear them, read, mark, learn and inwardly digest them, that by patience and the comfort of thy 
holy Word, we may embrace and ever hold fast the blessed hope of everlasting life, which thou has 
given us in our Saviour Jesus Christ. Amen 
 

_____________________________ 


