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Matthew 13:47–50  “Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a net that was thrown into the 
sea and gathered fish of every kind. 48 When it was full, men drew it ashore and sat 
down and sorted the good into containers but threw away the bad. 49 So it will be at the 
end of the age. The angels will come out and separate the evil from the righteous 
50 and throw them into the fiery furnace. In that place there will be weeping and 
gnashing of teeth.  

Your Kingdom Come – The Net, Matthew 13:47-50 

As central as the Kingdom was to Jesus’s ministry, it is quite strange how many of us 
can describe the gospel of Jesus without once mentioning his most central theme. 
Because of a lack of understanding of the Kingdom we don’t understand what our 
purpose is as a church. When we don’t see what we’re looking forward too, what we’re 
seeking first, then we can’t see how we ought to arrive there. The Kingdom is deeply 
mysterious, it is both a present reality and a future expectation, and as we will see it 
can be compared to a lot of different things. As we explore Jesus’s teachings on the 
Kingdom, we will see this incredible purpose of Jesus working through his church to 
see his Kingdom come, on earth as it is in heaven. 

Last week we looked at the value of the kingdom, shown in the response of two 
people who find objects of great value, and sell everything that they have in order to 
acquire those objects. The kingdom is in the same way, something of such incredible 
value that when someone recognizes it, they would be willing to exchange anything 
that they had in order to attain it. In the parable that we are looking at today, Jesus 
returns to a concept that he had previously demonstrated with the parable of the 
wheat and the weeds. A parable which spoke to a present state of the kingdom which 
always grows as wheat amongst a field of weeds. This is meant to dispel our 
idealization, that we will see perfectly holy churches, as well as to drive us away from 
depending upon external factors to make divisions that are only truly evident in the 
heart. The judgement therefore does not belong to humanity as to who is wheat and 
who is weeds, but to God alone.  

Instead of a field however, in today’s parable Jesus demonstrates the current co-
mingling of the saints with the world, as fish drawn up in a net, that aren’t separated 
until they are brought to the land. The net is the gospel, which is thrown into the 
world, and draws people towards an ultimate division that is not made by man but by 
God. While this parable in concept is very similar to that of the wheat and the weeds it 
provides us a clearer opportunity to consider how the gospel is the means that God 
uses to sort out the kingdom in the world, and what our role is in sharing the gospel 
so that people might be saved by coming to a knowledge of Christ’s grace. This 
morning we are going to look at the tension of the net, the danger of just focusing on 
the net, and the danger of just focusing on the sorting.  
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1. The Tension of the Net 
Matthew 13:47–50  “Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a net that was 
thrown into the sea and gathered fish of every kind. 48 When it was full, 
men drew it ashore and sat down and sorted the good into containers 
but threw away the bad. 49 So it will be at the end of the age. The angels 
will come out and separate the evil from the righteous 50 and throw them 
into the fiery furnace. In that place there will be weeping and gnashing 
of teeth.  

 
Matthew when recounting this parable, which seems so similar to that of the 
wheat and the weeds, instead of placing it with the parable of the wheat and 
the weeds places it right after the two parables regarding the kingdom’s value. 
He links them with the word, “again”, demonstrating some sort of connection 
between the parables of value and this parable of the net. It is an obvious 
connection, between the previous two parables, the first being of treasure 
hidden in a field that a man discovers and then sells all he has to buy the field, 
and the second being of a man in search of fine pearls who finds one pearl of 
incredible worth and then goes and sells all he has to buy that pearl. Those 
seem so obviously linked thematically, that it is as though Jesus is saying the 
same thing “again.” The parable of the net, does not make such an obvious 
connection and yet is still linked with this “again.” 
 
Parables are self-contained stories so we don’t need to press them into their 
context too deeply, however, we can’t ignore the connection that the text 
seems to be making. So what then is the connection, or at least why must we 
hold together both the idea of the joyful response made by those who see the 
gospel’s true value and this parable of the net which shows the mixed present 
state of the kingdom? I think Matthew links their telling in his gospel, because 
he understands the need to hold in tension both the reality that the gospel 
when truly received will be received with a life-changing joy, but that we ought 
not expect the present appearance of the kingdom to be one of humans 
gathered in a pure joyful unity, but that the church will always be mixed like a 
net of fish that hasn’t been pulled in and sorted yet.  
 
This tension allows us to press directly into a question that has been a part of 
nearly every one of these kingdom parables, which have described how we 
respond to the kingdom. In some we see participation in the kingdom as the 
result of one’s response, in others we see it as simply the condition of their 
heart being revealed by the word, in today’s we see a process of gathering that 
ultimately only matters in God’s final judgement. So the question that 
inevitably arises is, on whom does our participation in the kingdom depend, 



 3 

on God’s choosing or on our response? The answer when the parables are all 
taken together seems to be both. 
 
If the fishing net is the gospel, does our sharing the gospel matter if ultimately 
it’s just up to God to sort it out in the end anyway? In this parable, and in all the 
parables taken together, we are called to hold these truths perfectly together 
that God is sovereign over who he brings into his kingdom, and humans are 
responsible for both sharing the gospel and responding to the gospel. It is 
easy, however, to let one of these truths dominate the other one, and bring our 
witness to a halt on the one hand, or take on a crushing responsibility on the 
other. This parable shows us how to hold them both together.  

2. Gather and Sort 
Matthew 13:47–50  “Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a net that was 
thrown into the sea and gathered fish of every kind.  

 
It is generally agreed that the net which was thrown into the sea is a symbol of 
the preaching of the gospel. It is indiscriminately shared with all people and all 
peoples. In the parable we see that the net gathers fish of every kind and this is 
because the net is meant to be spread before all people, this is in line with our 
command given to us by Jesus with the great commission at the end of this 
gospel. 
 

Matthew 28:18-20 Then Jesus came to them and said, “All authority in 
heaven and on earth has been given to me. 19Therefore go and make 
disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of 
the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 20and teaching them to obey everything I 
have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end 
of the age.” 

 
This powerful commission links precisely to where we began our series on the 
Kingdom of heaven six weeks ago, the ascension of Jesus to the right hand of 
the father. We see the breadth of our call to bear witness to the good news 
that our ultimate king is Jesus, who has received all authority, both in heaven 
and on earth, and we are called to bear witness to this king who has given 
himself for his people. This witness is to be shared with everyone, all nations, 
no natural barriers will be able to stand in its way, be they social, cultural, 
national, linguistic, our call is to spread a broad net into the world that gathers 
fish of every kind. This however is not the end of the story. The kingdom of 
heaven is not simply like a net that gathers fish of every kind, but there is a 
second stage to this story of the kingdom, that the catch is sorted.  
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Matthew 13:48-50 When it was full, men drew it ashore and sat down 
and sorted the good into containers but threw away the bad. 49So it will 
be at the end of the age. The angels will come out and separate the evil 
from the righteous 50 and throw them into the fiery furnace. In that place 
there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. 

The net is drawn ashore and the fish are sorted, the good from the bad. Jesus 
in his telling of this parable, just as in the parable of the weeds, leaves no space 
for us to imagine that it is up to us to do the ultimate sorting, he brings reality 
to the metaphor at once and shows that it is the angels who will do the sorting 
at the end of the age. This is judgement day, when those who are in the 
kingdom are separated from those who are not. The net will in one sense 
gather all together but it is not merely the gathering of the net that will bring 
them in, as ultimately it belongs to the Lord to do the final sorting, to do the 
final saving and thus the final condemning.  

Two truths that must be held perfectly together in our thinking, we are called 
to bear witness to the gospel of Jesus Christ, because by nothing else can 
anyone be saved from hell, and it is not ultimately up to us to do the saving but 
it is ultimately up to God. Negatively we would say that these two truths are 
paradoxical, if all is in God’s hands, then what possible purpose could our 
evangelism serve? Or if it is all in our hands, then how could say that it is God 
who does the saving? Yet the Bible does not pit such realities against each 
other, it instead requires us to hold both precisely together, neither at the 
expense of the other. 

  
This debate has raged throughout church history that always pits the one 
position against the other, but any variance leads to incredibly dangerous 
territory. J.I. Packer, in his short book, which I highly recommend entitled, 
Evangelism and the Sovereignty of God, captures both possible pitfalls as “an 
exclusive concern with human responsibility” and “an exclusive concern with 
God’s sovereignty.” Key emphasis on the word exclusive.  
 
First of all an exclusive concern with human responsibility, at least in 
conversation, is often considered the lesser of two evils, because at least in 
these terms we will feel the burden to share the gospel, and we will share the 
call to necessarily respond to the gospel as the only hope for the salvation of 
sinners. This burden is extremely important. Often we glance off the 
magnitude of the issue because to even let it enter our minds for a moment is 
too heavy of a burden. Humanity in our natural state exists as enemies of God, 
because we don’t treat God as God, but instead treat ourselves as the directors 
of our lives. The just punishment for this treason is our death, and our only 
escape from eternal torment is the rescue of the gospel. In which God’s own 
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son Jesus Christ provides us with his righteousness which we receive by no 
works of our own but only by faith in him.  
 
Yet if we consider that our job is not only to bear witness to this truth but that 
the responsibility for our own conversion and the conversion of others rests 
ultimately in our hands, then our witness will become twisted and distorted. J.I. 
Packer writes, 

 
Thus our philosophy of evangelism would become terrifyingly similar to 
the philosophy of brainwashing, and we would no longer be able to 
argue when such a similarity is asserted to be a fact, that this is not a 
proper conception of evangelism. For it would be a proper conception 
of evangelism if the production of converts was really our responsibility.  
 

In placing ourselves in the position of doing something which only God can 
do, which is make converts, we will twist the message and manipulate those 
whom we should be loving by sharing the truth of the hope of the gospel. We 
will develop elaborate schemes and our perhaps loving intention will be 
inhumane and domineering as we take on a responsibility that belongs 
exclusively to God. 
 
Consider then the alternative, An exclusive concern with God’s sovereignty. It 
often happens, and has been the case for me personally, that the discovery of 
God’s sovereign control over all things has acted like a sort of second 
conversion in my life. I gained a level of comfort and purpose, and a true 
overhaul of my whole understanding of my position in the cosmos as I realized 
that the ultimate purpose of all existence is not my fulfillment but God’s glory. I 
began to find deepest joy in a self-forgetfulness and the only real security of 
salvation in the utter dependence I discovered that my hope of rescue 
belonged to the work of Jesus on the cross, and that there is nothing I can do 
that can separate myself from the love of God in Christ Jesus.  
 
Yet it is this very same truth which can so easily create an utter stagnation in 
our pursuit of our own faith, as well as the call to win others to Christ. It 
becomes easy to never call for the necessary response of faith and repentance 
to the gospel, or to subtly suspect that any outward push to share the gospel 
for the hope of conversion is in some way utterly man-centered and a denial of 
God’s glory as the ultimate purpose of all things. Although this may be an 
attempt to exalt God in his proper place as ruling King and director of all 
things, it likewise denies his kingship by neglecting his command to share his 
gospel. That it is by our bearing witness that he intends to spread his message, 
and not by any other means. Again to return to Packer,  
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God did not teach us the reality of his rule in order to give us an excuse 
for neglecting his orders. 
 

It is in our holding both together, that we acknowledge God as both the ruler 
in control and the king whom we serve. We utterly persevere in the sharing of 
the good news that God holds out to all, that if anyone comes to him he will 
not be turned away, but by faith in Christ will be saved.  

3. Holding Both Together 
 

2 Corinthians 2:15–17 For we are the aroma of Christ to God among 
those who are being saved and among those who are perishing, 16 to 
one a fragrance from death to death, to the other a fragrance from life to 
life. Who is sufficient for these things? 17 For we are not, like so many, 
peddlers of God’s word, but as men of sincerity, as commissioned by 
God, in the sight of God we speak in Christ.  

  
Paul in this passage, perhaps better than any other, sums up what it then looks 
like to passionately and sincerely bear witness to Christ, while leaving in the 
hands of God, that which ultimately belongs to him, the responsibility for 
salvation. Paul moves forward lead by Christ, to be nothing other than the 
aroma of Christ to God both among those who are being saved as well as 
among those who are perishing. This same aroma, for one leads to life and for 
another leads to death. This depth of responsibility Paul shows us weighing in 
on his heart as he wonders aloud, “who is sufficient for these things?” 
 
He then considers, that it is not as though the weight of salvation belongs to 
him, as he is not a peddler of God’s word, manipulating people into belief. But 
instead as a sincere witness, speaks in Christ. It is the message that remains the 
point, it is the hope of the gospel that we are called to bear witness to, and this 
hope is totally God’s doing. When the truths of scripture are pitted against 
each other, we are ultimately succumbing to an utter denial of God’s 
prerogative as God to transcend our categories. We must preach the gospel 
and we must know the sorting belongs to the Lord. We must know that the 
invitation is open to all, and that Jesus will rescue all whom he intends to 
rescue. These truths held together call us to live before God as God, and show 
us our finitude and his mystery. 
 

We ought not, in any case, to be surprised when we find mysteries of 
this sort in God’s Word. For the Creator is incomprehensible to his 
creatures. A God whom we could understand exhaustively, and whose 
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revelation of himself confronted us with no mysteries whatsoever, would 
be a God in man’s image and therefore an imaginary God, not the God 
of the Bible at all. For what the God of the Bible says is this: “My 
thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways, declares 
the Lord, For s the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways 
higher than your ways, and my thoughts than your thoughts (Isaiah 55:8-
9). 

 
 
 

 
  
 
  


