EVERYONE LOVES A STORY

#2 The Hidden Treasure: What’s the Treasure?
September 19th, 2010 – Matthew13:44-46
We are in a new series on the parables of Jesus. People have always been fascinated with buried treasure. Back in 2006 there was a reality-based TV show called Treasure Hunters. Teams had to avoid elimination as they traveled to historically significant locations where they deciphered cryptic codes and puzzles, each with a clue leading them closer to solving the ultimate puzzle, and obtaining the coveted grand prize of 3 million dollars. Movies like Indiana Jones and National Treasure are big hits. Ever do any treasure hunting?
A professional treasure hunter was diving for pirate treasure in an ocean cove. He searched for hours with no luck. Finally he started toward the shore. When he was about knee deep in the water he tripped over an old strong box. He scooped it out and opened it. It was full of gold coins! The Moral of the Story: Booty is Only Shin Deep! This morning we’re going on a treasure hunt. First, let’s explore the background of the parable then apply it to our lives.                     
EXPLORING THE PARABLE

A Hidden Treasure: Matthew 13:44: 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. This is a situation a lot of folks dream about. The man just happens to find a treasure of some type. It was sometimes the case that a person would die and their buried treasure lost. Throughout the ages, treasure hoards have been found in the Holy Land.    In 1998, archaeologists in Beth Shean (17 miles south of the Sea of Galilee – area not conquered by Joshua) uncovered a clay jar with 751 gold coins weighing 110 oz. The fertility of the land and the abundance of water led the Jewish sages to say: If the Garden of Eden is in the land of Israel, then its gate is Beth Shean. In December of 2008, a hoard of 264 gold coins was discovered under a parking lot in Jerusalem. In Jesus’ day, people sometimes found buried treasure from earlier centuries. Treasure stories were popular in Jesus’ day, just as they are in our day.
While most of us don’t bury our treasures in fields, it was very common to do so at that time. In the Ancient Middle East, if you acquired some wealth, there was a commonly accepted investment strategy.  One third of your wealth you would invest in commerce of some kind. Take a risk and hope for some growth. One third of your wealth you would use to purchase jewels and jewelry. Not so much for adornment as it was for portable wealth. If there was a sudden military catastrophe you could carry a lot of wealth on your person. And one third you would bury—gold coins perhaps.  This was the ultimate security. While fleeing, your jewels might be stolen, but that buried treasure was something you could dig up and start over with.

The word treasure is the Greek word thesaurus (we get our word thesaurus) which refers to a treasury of words.    In the original the word referred to a treasure chest or storehouse where a great treasure was kept. It’s the same word used in Hebrews 11:26 to describe Moses’ turning of his back on the treasures of Egypt in order to follow God.      In other words, this not just a coin found in the dirt but a huge treasure chest. Over the years, the ground of Palestine became a veritable treasure house. A person died or was forced from his land by war so the buried treasure was unclaimed. Jesus was not speaking of anything surprising. It was common for a treasure to be hidden in a field.
It seems the man in the parable is dishonest. Honest behavior would demand that this man tell the owner of the field about the treasure, since it was on his property and rightfully belonged to him. Right? Not necessarily. According to Jewish Rabbinic law: If a man finds scattered fruit or money, it belongs to the finder! So the people listening to the parable would not have perceived the man’s actions as unethical.  In fact, the man had a right to what he found.       If a man came across money or valuables that were obviously lost and whose owner was dead or unknown, the finder had a right to keep what was found -- even if was found on someone else’s property!  So, really, the man who found the treasure was extremely honest. He didn’t have to buy the field. He could have just taken the treasure.    But he doesn’t. He buys the field. In fact, he didn’t even use the treasure to provide him enough money to make the purchase. Instead, he liquidated everything he owned to come up with the money. So the man didn’t do anything unethical. Let’s not lose sight of the primary point of this parable: A man found something so valuable that he immediately, and joyfully, sold all he had in order to make the field his own. That’s the treasure. 

A Priceless Pearl: Matthew 13:45-46: Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a merchant looking for fine pearls. When he found one of great value, he went away and sold everything he had and bought it.  Here’s a man who was a merchant. The word merchant is emporos.  We get the English word emporium. The merchant was a man who would buy things wholesale and sell them to a retailer. In the parable, he is looking specifically for beautiful pearls. It was common for entrepreneurs in that day to look for pearls to sell and at the same time look for high-quality pearls for themselves. In those days, people would invest in pearls. Pearls were perceived in the first century in much the same way we view diamonds today. 
In October 1947, geologist Dr. John Williamson was doing some work in the country of Tanzania. Suddenly his four-wheel drive vehicle sank up to its axles in the mud and got stuck. Pulling out his shovel he began the unpleasant task of digging out of a mud hole. His shovel uncovered something strange. It was a pink-like stone. When the stone was finally clean he was beside himself with joy. He had discovered a diamond. That stone today sits in the ROYAL SCEPTER of Great Britain worth millions of dollars. Pearls were the most valuable gem in the world at that time. If you owned a pearl, you owned a fortune. There is a reason for this. 
Pearl hunting involved immense danger. The pearl oyster thrives at an average depth of 40 feet; a pearl isn’t a treasure you just stumble across as you walk along a beach.  They were obtained only by divers specially trained to dive into the depths of the Red sea, or Persian Gulf. . In biblical times they were obtained at great cost in human terms -- many people died while pearl hunting.  A pearl diver would tie a large rock to his body and jump over the side of a little boat, allowing the weight of the rock to carry him down to the oyster beds. On average only one oyster in a thousand contain a pearl. Even today a haul of 3 tons, only 3 or 4 oysters will produce perfect pearls.
You can see why pearls were so precious. The Jewish Talmud said: pearls are beyond price. The Egyptians actually worshipped the pearl, and the Romans copied that practice. Cleopatra possessed a pearl worth over 12 million of our dollars. And, Caesar presented the mother of his best friend a pearl worth over $600,000. When women wanted to show their wealth, they put pearls in their hair. When a Roman emperor wanted to show how rich he was, he would dissolve pearls in vinegar and then drink them in his wine. Like a millionaire lighting a cigar using a $100 bill.

We're told that the merchant found one pearl. The word “one” is placed in an emphatic way. It is a remarkable pearl. It is the item for which he sought. It is not just a beautiful pearl; it is an exquisite pearl—a pearl of unspeakable value! The phrase of great value literally means, Priceless. This man is so eager to obtain this priceless pearl that he doesn’t even care what it costs. He sells all that he has so he can possess the pearl. Let’s apply this to our life.
APPLICATION FOR OUR LIFE

Our Relationship with Jesus is PRICELESS: What’s the treasure? Twice, Jesus says, the kingdom of heaven is like….Jesus shows us the value of the kingdom of heaven. These parables are meant to inspire us to give ourselves fully over to the pursuit of a relationship with Christ.  Jesus is referring to kingdom living not heaven!   It’s seeking first His kingdom and His righteousness (Matthew 6:33). It is putting Christ ABOVE EVERYTHING and EVERYONE else in our LIFE (family, jobs, money, sports, ourselves). That relationship is priceless!
2 Corinthians 4:7: But we have this treasure in jars of clay to show that this all-surpassing power is from God and not from us. Our bodies are like clay pots, what believers have inside is a priceless treasure:  To know that Jesus sacrificed his life on the cross so that we might live, how much is that worth to you? How can you compare the blessings of the kingdom with those of earth? How can you compare the blessings of God’s Word and Sacraments with a brand new car or anything else on earth?  You can’t because that relationship is priceless!
Ed Lee of Merrimack, New Hampshire, sold a nickel for $4.15 million dollars. It’s the second-highest price ever reported paid for a rare coin. Laura Sperber a coin dealer: Owning a 1913 Liberty Head nickel is unlike owning any other coin in the world. Liberty Head nickels were minted from 1883 to 1912. ‘Miss Liberty’ was replaced the following year by the Indian, or Buffalo, nickel. But five 1913 nickels depicting ‘Miss Liberty’ were minted illegally, possibly by a mint official. They were never put into circulation and were considered illegal to own.  
The coins surfaced in the 1920s. Ed Lee bought the coin two years ago for three million dollars, so he made over a million dollars on his investment. Priceless!  Our relationship with Jesus is Priceless.  One commentator offers this insight: The point of the parable is that…the glad recognition of God’s rule over heart and life…is a treasure so inestimably precious that one who obtains it is willing to surrender for it whatever could interfere with having it.  Do you prize the kingdom (our relationship with Jesus) more than you prize anything else? 
Our Relationship with Jesus is COSTLY: Have you ever seen something that you just had to have, something that you were willing to make any sacrifice to get? Both of these parables involve men who bought things of great value. But, they had to make sacrifices, selling everything that they had. Following Jesus is costly!

A chicken and a pig were walking down the main street of a Minnesota town when they passed a restaurant that advertised: Delicious ham and eggs: $1.00! Chicken: Sounds like a bargain!  That owner obviously knows how to run his business. Pig with some resentment: It’s all very well for you to be so pleased about the dish in question.  For you it is all in the day’s work. For you it’s just a contribution.  Let me point out, however, that on my part it represents a genuine sacrifice. There is a cost involved in being a follower of Christ, and Jesus wants us to understand that. Sometimes that attitude carries over into our faith. We make time for the things we want to do. When it comes time for kingdom things then we say we don’t have enough time. We want to enjoy all the blessings of the kingdom, but we don’t want to sacrifice anything! Is our attitude more like the chicken or the pig? 
Every time I hear of what Christians go through in other parts of the world, I’m reminded of the cost that comes when we follow Christ. 2 Timothy 3:12: In fact, everyone who wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted. My heart breaks when I hear stories about how Christians in Sudan are sold into slavery, how a missionary in India is murdered by a Hindu mob, and how a pastor and his brother were killed in a Pakistani court for handing out tracts about Jesus.  Here in our country we don't have to face the type of persecution which exists in many parts of the world, and we should be very thankful for that. Still, many of us in this room have experienced some form of ridicule or rejection because of our faith. Not everyone is going to like it if we seek to follow Jesus. 
However, the parables of the treasure and the pearl remind us that it is worth it. No matter how tough the going is, it pays to keep going. The men who found the treasure and pearl gave up everything they had to obtain them, but it was worth it. Eric Liddell was known as the "Flying Scotsman." In the 1924 Paris Olympics, he forfeited a chance to win a medal in the 200 meter race because he refused to compete on Sunday, believing that would dishonor the Sabbath. He ended up winning a gold medal and setting a world record in the 400 meter race instead. But the next year he gave up his promising athletic career and went to serve as a missionary in China, where in 1945 he died in a Japanese prison camp. He understood that in Jesus Christ he had found an absolutely priceless pearl. 
He experienced what Jesus tells us in Mark 10:28-30:  Peter said to him, "We left everything to follow you!" "I tell you the truth, Jesus replied, "no one who has left home or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or fields for me and the gospel will fail to receive a hundred times as much in this present age (homes, brothers, sisters, mothers, children and fields -- and with them, persecutions) and in the age to come, eternal life. Is our commitment to Christ greater than our commitment to anything else? Let’s be honest. Most of us on a daily basis value other things more than we value Christ.  No matter what it costs, it is always worth it to follow the Lord. Don't let the cost of following Jesus keep you from doing so. Don't ever let the price tag scare you off. It’s worth the cost in the end.
Our Relationship With Jesus Brings JOY: The man who stumbled upon this tremendous treasure went in his joy and sold everything in order to gain even more. This literally means from the joy of it! John 15:11:          I have told you this so that my joy may be in you and that your joy may be complete.  Two wealthy American Christians traveled with a group that was going around the world. As they were visiting in Korea, they saw by the side of the road, a field in which a boy was pulling a crude plow while an old man held the plow handles and guided it. One man took a snapshot of the scene and then he turned to the missionary, who served as their interpreter and remarked: That’s a curious picture. I suppose they are very poor. The guide replied: Yes, that is the family of Chi Noue. When the place of worship was being built, they were eager to give something to it, but they had no money, so they sold their only ox and gave the money to the church. This spring, they are pulling the plow themselves.          The men were silent for several moments, and then the second man replied: That must have been a real sacrifice.  To which the guide replied: They do not call it that. They thought it was fortunate that they had an ox to sell.
Perhaps the real test of our commitment is not so much whether we are willing to make sacrifices for our Lord, but whether we are able to make those sacrifices with joy. There are people who would say that you have to give up a lot to be a Christian, and in a sense that’s true. But if I asked you to give up $500,000 in Monopoly money to buy a 1999 Ford Explorer, I think you would make the "sacrifice" with joy. In the same way, if I asked you to give up everything that this world has to offer and accept all that Christ has to offer that will last eternally, the term "sacrifice" takes on a whole new meaning, doesn’t it?  That echoes Psalm 73:25: Whom have I in heaven but you? And earth has nothing I desire besides you. True treasure is found only in the kingdom of Christ. There are really two things that stand out in these parables: (1) What you need to give up, and (2) what you stand to gain. Is your relationship with Jesus bringing great joy in your life? Let me close with this conversation between buyer and seller:                

Imagine that you’re a customer inquiring about a priceless pearl, “I want this pearl. How much is it?” “Well,” the seller says, “it’s very expensive.” “But, how much?” you ask. “Well, a very large amount.” “Do you think I could buy it?” “Oh, of course, everyone can buy it.” “But, didn’t you say it was very expensive?” “Yes.” “Well, how much is it?” “Everything you have,” says the seller. You make up your mind, “All right, I’ll buy it.” “Well, what do you have?” he wants to know. “Let’s write it down.” “Well, I have ten thousand dollars in the bank.” “Good- ten thousand dollars. What else?”  “Well, I have a few dollars here in my pocket.” “How much?” “Well, let’s see—thirty, forty, sixty, eighty, a hundred, a hundred twenty dollars.” “Where do you live?”  “In my house. Yes, I have a house.” “The house, too, then.”  “You mean I have to live in my camper?” “You have a camper? That, too. What else?” “I’ll have to sleep in my car!” “You have a car?” “Two of them.” “Both become mine, both cars. What else?” “Well, you already have my money, my house, my camper, and my cars. What more do you want?” “Are you alone in this world?” “No I have a wife and two children…” “Oh, yes, your wife and children, too. What else?” “I have nothing left! I am left alone now.” Suddenly the seller exclaims, “Oh, I almost forgot! You yourself, too! Everything becomes mine—wife, children, house, money, cars—and you too.” Then he goes on, “Now listen—I will allow you to use all these things for the time being. But don’t forget that they are mine, just as you are. And whenever I need any of them you must give them up, because now I am the owner.” Priceless. Costly. But brings great joy.

Reflect on Jesus Priceless Treasure (#743) written in the 17th century, on the heels of the 30 Years War. The tune, by Johann Kruger, is in the minor mode, which lends it a serious tone. One of the finest examples of a German devotional hymn. Let’s rejoice all week that Jesus truly is our priceless treasure!  AMEN!

Verse one:  Jesus, priceless treasure, fount of purest pleasure, truest friend to me. Ah, how long in anguish shall my spirit languish, yearning, Lord for Thee? Thou art mine, O Lamb divine! I will suffer naught to hide Thee; naught I ask beside Thee.

Verse four: Hence, all earthly treasure! Jesus is my pleasure, Jesus is my choice. Hence, all empty glory! Naught to me thy story told with tempting voice. Pain or loss, or shame or cross, shall not from my Savior move me since He deigns to love me.

Verse six: Hence, all fear and sadness! For the Lord of gladness, Jesus, enter in. Those who love the Father, though the storms may gather, still have peace within. Yea, whate’er I here must bear; Thou art still my purest pleasure, Jesus, priceless treasure!
