
The Pearl Merchant (Mat.13.45-46) 
WestminsterReformedChurch.org 
Pastor Ostella 
3-19-2006 
 
Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a merchant in search of fine pearls, 46 who, on finding one pearl of great value, 
went and sold all that he had and bought it. 
  
Introduction 
 The parable before us today, the pearl merchant, seems to elude precise interpretation. It 
is brief. There is no explanation of it in the Gospels. The few details that we have are subject to 
different interpretations that are plausible and reasonable. Commentators handle the details in 
opposite ways. The parable is ambivalent. Calling it ambivalent is simply saying that the parable 
pulls in more than direction. The details, we might say, reasonably point us in more than one 
direction at the same time. It is not exactly a matter of ambiguity because the different readings 
are clear (thus, unambiguous). We can offer clear alternatives, but it is difficult to know which 
alternative is correct, and we may feel that the parable pulls us in two directions with equal force. 
 The two “opposite” alternatives relate to the identification of the merchant. Does the 
businessperson, the merchant in the parable, refer to the sinner or does he refer to the Savior? 
 We therefore need to work through some things in order to be as conclusive as we can be 
in our interpretation. After all, it is from good interpretation that we get the balance of nutrients 
in our diet on the word of the kingdom. Thus, we need to wrestle with the parable of the pearl 
merchant. In other words, we have to mediate on the text and engage our critical thinking skills. 
As we do so, we can follow this outline: the merchant as sinner and the merchant as Savior.    
  
1A.The merchant as sinner  
 The strongest basis for this view is the parallel with the treasure parable. A pearl is part of 
a treasure and thus, from this perspective, speaks of the gospel and the salvation that the gospel 
brings. The cost of this pearl is the same as the cost of the treasure: you must sell all that you 
have (cf. 44b with 46). In other words, the cost is a whole-soul commitment or willing self-
surrender for a coveted prize. Thus, these parables make the same point with different images.  
 However, on closer investigation, we run into some difficulties.  
 1) The relation between pearls and the great pearl is foggy. 
 The merchant searches for fine pearls and finds one of great value. Are we to make 
something of this aspect of the parable? If we do, and if the merchant is the sinner, then how do 
we understand the relationship between the pearls and the pearl of great price? Some plausible 
ideas are available to us. One idea is that the sinner makes his living by seeking material things 
of this world, but when he finds this one special pearl, he finds the gospel of Christ, and, 
therefore, sells all that he has to buy it. However, if we maintain consistency in the meaning of 
pearls, then the pearl of great price is in the same category as the pearls. Thus, if the pearls 
represent material things, then the special pearl represents something material as well, and not 
the gospel. The biggest problem is the ill-fitted shift in categories whether from material to 
spiritual, or from earthly to heavenly in the image of pearls versus the special pearl.  
 Another idea is to preserve the unity of pearls and the pearl by applying them to the same 
category of gospel treasures. Here, the man seeks the treasures of the gospel, and when he finds 
Christ as the greatest gospel pearl, he sells all he has to buy it. However, the idea of buying the 
gospel, the kingdom, or Christ is out of keeping with the tone and tenor of the coming of the 
kingdom. It does not seem to be a good way to understand kingdom appropriation. By contrast, 
in the parable of the treasure, the man does not actually buy the treasure. He sells all that he has 
to buy the field. Thus, he puts all that he owns into a direct relationship to the treasures of the 
gospel. That is, he places all that he owns in submission to Christ and His kingdom authority. 
This kind of buying is a good illustration of how sinners come to own the gospel as their own 
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possession. It shows repentance from preoccupation with the things of this earth. It depicts the 
choice of love for Christ above all earthly things that is necessary for wholehearted love to Him 
as Lord and king (cf. Mat 6.24).  
 Therefore, the relation of pearls to the precious pearl seems to point us away from 
viewing the man as the sinner who directly buys the gospel (and directly gains ownership of it) 
by his self-sacrifice. Moreover, and most important here is the fact of directness in the purchase. 
The idea of purchasing the gospel is a thought that does not settle in easily, while the indirectness 
of buying in the treasure parable settles into our thinking easily. Thus, it is easy to view the man 
in the treasure parable as the sinner coming to Christ, while it is difficult to view the man in the 
pearl parable as the sinner coming to Christ.  
 2) There is another difficulty in the merchant as sinner interpretation: it is difficult to 
absorb the notion of seeking. Notably, the action of seeking is not part of the treasure parable, 
but it is a distinct emphasis in the merchant parable. In application, the idea of the sinner seeking 
God seems to go against the flow of teaching in the NT gospel. In the Sermon on the Mount, 
Jesus said, “the diseased tree bears bad fruit” and it cannot “bear good fruit” (Mat 7.17-18), and 
Paul states the OT theme that “no one seeks for God” (Rom 3.11; cf. Trinity Hymns 96, 271). 
Granted, Jesus tells us that those who seek will find, but He does not give us a picture of fallen 
man as seeking God. When people seek Christ, it is because He found them by the effective 
working of the gospel leaven in their hearts (cf. Mat 13.33 w/ 2 Thess 2.13; Rom 8.30).  
 The leaven-like working of the gospel in the hearts of sinners is at the core of what makes 
the gospel a marvelous treasure. Thus, it is plausible to speak of sinners seeking Christ by selling 
all they have as the cost of true discipleship. However, the accent on seeking in the parable 
presents this activity as the business of the merchant; it is his life’s work. It dominates his life 
and his travels. He is an expert or a professional in this task; it is his profession. It is what he is 
“all about.” Thus, in doing his job in life, he finds the special pearl and sells all for it. As we 
think things through in this way, it is difficult to talk about fallen sinners in these terms as 
seeking the kingdom of God as their life’s work and profession. It is hard to fit things together in 
a picture in which a sinner seeks God as his work in life until he finally sells all he has to 
appropriate the gospel.  
 Therefore, the directness of buying the great pearl and the emphasis on seeking indicate 
that we should not automatically equate the treasure and the pearl parables as illustrations of 
kingdom appropriation by sinners.  
 
2A.The merchant as Savior  
 In the big picture, it seems fitting to take the merchant as Christ who sells all that He has, 
including His very life, to buy His church as a pearl of great price. Surprisingly, most 
commentators (at least nine out of ten in my library) do not see Christ as the merchant; they 
usually interpret the merchant to be the sinner becoming a disciple who seeks and finds Christ as 
the precious pearl. They all stress the unity of the two parables and the similarity of selling all in 
both. To try to settle the ambivalence here, we can work through three problems with taking 
Christ as the merchant.   
 1) Pearls versus pearl relationship 
 One way to handle this aspect is to play down the distinction between the pearls. That is, 
the fact that the merchant is in search of fine pearls is a definition of his work in life. In other 
words, the idea is simply that he is a pearl merchant. Then, “in search of fine pearls” is just long hand 
for “he is a pearl merchant.” That is what he does; that is his vocation. His work in life involves 
seeking, finding, selling, and buying pearls. Thus, the point of the story is that this seeker of 
pearls finds one that he could only obtain by selling all that he had, and that he does without 
hesitation.  
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 We should note that selling all that he had for one pearl is quite unusual. It is not the 
normal practice of the wise pearl merchant. If you carry the thought forward in time, you have to 
wonder how the man would live since he has nothing to call his own except this precious pearl. 
Thus, this unusual action draws our attention and must be the focus of the parable. For emphasis, 
we can say that this is a parable about a man seeking, finding, and buying a pearl that cost him 
everything. This fits well with the work of Christ and not so well, as we have already seen, with 
the activity of a sinner. 
 2) Finding then buying the pearl of great price 
 This might be the most difficult detail to absorb. If we are thinking of Christ as the 
merchant, how does He find and then buy the church? It would seem better to say that He buys 
the church on the cross, and then He finds each member over the ages until He returns. Per 
parables like the lost sheep, we usually think of finding as something Christ does over time in 
His efficacious call (cf. Jn 10, Lk 15).  
 However, here, Jesus tells us that seeking and finding is before the buying. Applying this 
order of things to the work of Christ, it refers to the giving of His life for His church (Eph 6) in 
the coming of the kingdom. The finding of this parable is not the efficacious calling of His sheep 
to Himself. That occurs because of His death after He paid the price for their salvation. 
Thus, the important question now is, “How does Jesus find the church in His lifetime prior to 
laying down His life for the church?”  
 Finding the church must refer to all the preparation, learning, working, serving the Father 
that Christ did as the pearl merchant in the coming of the kingdom. It is all that led Him as 
incarnate Son to know His people, to value them as the Father’s elect, and to absorb the fact that 
the Father gave them to Him. Perhaps, we can talk about Christ coming to know His sheep 
(finding them) as their mediator on earth. Thus, the Father’s elect are a valuable pearl that He is 
willing to give all to possess. The idea of finding refers, in a broad and general way, to His 
learning of obedience as a son. His goal was to finish the work of the Father by paying the costly 
price for the Father’s elect that the Father gave to Him (Jn 17.6b).  
 Before leaving this point, let us nail it down by three perspectives on finding. 
 1) Finding something to buy 
 Part of finding something to buy is learning about and perhaps traveling here and there 
searching after it. Consider what goes on in finding a house that you are willing to buy. After the 
purchase you may take possession of it in stages (owner renting, owner renovating, owner 
occupying). Finding this house refers to all that happened that led up to the actual payment to 
secure ownership.  
 For the pearl merchant, all the preparations enable him to find, to discern, and to know 
the true cost of the special pearl. For Christ, all of His searching and all of His work on earth is 
for the time when He will give His all for His elect. Searching and finding is coming to know the 
Father’s business. It is growing in the grace and knowledge of God (cf. Lk. 2.51, “Jesus 
increased in wisdom”), coming to know the Scriptures, and doing the will of the Father.  
 2) Finding as founding 
 In the work of Christ, finding includes laying the groundwork for the church in His work 
with the nucleus of the new Israel. In a very basic sense, Jesus found the church when He called 
His apostles and prepared them for their work in testifying about His work. Thus, once His work 
on earth was complete, having thereby found what He was looking for, He gave His all to buy 
the church. We can say that He found the church when He founded it (cf. the mustard plant).  
 3) Finding twelve pearls 
 If we want to press the pearls/pearl relationship, we can get some help here from 
Revelation 21.21 that speaks of the tribes of Israel as twelve pearls. They represent the redeemed 
people of God. The church is metaphorically Israel. Jesus came seeking Israel to fulfill the 
promises of God to His covenant people, the twelve pearls. When He finds the pearl of greatest 
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cost, the new Israel, the new pearl made up of Jews and Gentiles, He forms the nucleus of the 
church in the new band of twelve (cf. two sticks becoming one, Ezek 37 and two flocks 
becoming one, Jn 10). Then, having made all the preparations associated with seeking, finding, 
and founding the church as the special Israel, He paid the price of all that He had to take 
redemptive ownership of those the Father gave Him.  
 Accordingly, as a bottom line, we can say that finding is founding the church in His life’s 
work of preaching, and buying is redeeming the church by His dying on the cross. Thus, the 
weights on the scale shift ever so strongly in the direction of Christ as merchant.  
 3) The value of the pearl  
 How can we speak about sinners as a valuable pearl? Are we not worthless sinners? 
 The solution here is to think of the pearl as costly. That is, the merchant has to pay a high 
cost to obtain it. Here the cost is all the man’s possessions. Jesus became poor that we who are 
poor and sinful may be rich and righteous. He gave up all that He had for His church. 
 Is the pearl valuable? It sure is to Christ; He paid what it cost to obtain it, to redeem it. In 
a basic sense, the value of something is the price people place on it for whatever reason. It may 
be useful and in short supply, so men dicker over the price, the price goes up, and someone pays 
the high price.  
 What we have here is Christ’s love for us in giving His all for us. 
 What we have here are hints regarding the purpose that Jesus has for us in glory as 
foundation stones that make up a building that displays His glory (cf. Eph 1.3-6; 1 Pet 2.5). 
 Thus, we can be worthless in ourselves because of our sins, but we have value to God as 
His image bearers for whom He has covenant promises to fulfill for our good and His glory. 
Therefore, we can think of the church, composed of elect sinners (of Jew and Gentiles) as a 
costly pearl, even if each member is a fallen image bearer. 
 
Concluding remarks 
 1) Given the ambivalence of the parable of the pearl merchant, we can say that it does 
illustrate the seeking of Christ by sinners, but it more fittingly illustrates the seeking of sinners 
by Christ.  
 2) It shows us the love of our Lord Jesus for us. He values us at the cost of His life. He 
brought the kingdom of God to realization in His life and death like an expert pearl merchant 
who sought, found, and bought us by giving His all on our behalf. This is why we sing, “loving 
me, seeking me, finding me, keeping me” with a sense of joy and personal dignity. 
 3) Knowing what He did for us, how can we do anything else but view the kingdom as a 
treasure and joyfully appropriate it as our very own. How can we do anything else in life but live 
for our Savior? We must submit all that we posses and all that we are to Him, to His kingly 
authority over us. Because of His “loving me, seeking me, finding me, and keeping me,” I must 
say, “He is mine.” I must own Him and serve Him as my prophet, priest, and king.  
 4) His loving, seeking, finding, and keeping call me and call you to loving worship. Yes, 
we live under the authority of a ruler, but He is a loving, majestic, and glorious king. Therefore, 
let us “worship the king all glorious above.” 
 
Let us humbly fall down at the feet of our majestic pearl merchant who sought us and bought us by giving 
His entire life for us and by suffering a painful death in our place. To Him be all glory, now and forevermore, 
Amen.  


