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Introduction 
 Our text for this morning is Matthew 13.47-50 where we have another kingdom parable. 
In this parable, Jesus compares the kingdom of heaven to a fish net, and in this case, He gives 
some explanation: 

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 close 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. 

Let me ask a question that sets a broad context for interpretation. 
 What is the kingdom of heaven? This phrase is equivalent to the kingdom of God and it 
refers to God’s redemptive program by which we have restoration from the fall into sin. It 
includes restoration to the reign of God over sinners. The connection of redemption with a 
kingdom highlights the significant fact that the kingdom of God involves the restoration of fallen 
man to a place of submission to God as king, of submission from the heart to the Lordship of 
Christ. Those who are “poor in spirit” and who thus acknowledge their spiritual poverty have the 
kingdom of heaven as their possession (Mat 5.3). They are children of the kingdom (13.38), and 
the kingdom belongs to Christ (13.41). Hence, submission in everything to the Lordship of 
Christ is man’s fundamental duty.  
 In this context, we can cover this parable today by considering three things: the basic 
realities, the distinct point, and the application of the parable. 
 
1A. The basic realities of the parable 
 Upon reflection, we see some things in this parable that Jesus emphasizes earlier in the 
parable of the wheat and weeds (13.24-30; 36-43). Again, He emphasizes some basic realities 
that hang over us in all of our existence on this earth. Jesus presupposes them in the parable, and 
they do not give us the major thrust of the parable, but they set the stage for it. Therefore, we 
should meditate some on these weighty truths.  
 1B. The separation of the wicked from the righteous 
 It strikes the mind like a point of an arrow to hear that the kingdom of heaven is like this 
story of a fishing “expedition.” The kind of fishing in view is not that of a man with a fishing 
pole who casts his line out into the river hoping to reel in a particular fish. Instead, the picture is 
that of a drag net, a large net that you submerge into the water and pull along behind the boat, or 
perhaps between two boats. Here you gather many fish of diverse kinds; you are not fishing for 
bass or any other specific kind of fish. No, you seek to gather many kinds of fish. Jesus says that 
the kingdom comes in this way of gathering and pulling all kinds of fish to the shore where men 
sit and sort through them, putting the good into containers and throwing away the bad (13.47-
48).  In other words, you separate the bad fish from the good fish.  
 Jesus goes on to say that this story illustrates what will happen at the end of the age: The 
angels will come out and separate the evil from the righteous (13.49b, per the separation of the bad fish from 
the good fish).  This is a common theme in the OT, and it is one the Messiah would preach. For 
example, Isaiah 61 tells us that the anointed one will bring good news, proclaim liberty to the 
captives, proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor, and announce the day of vengeance of our God 
(vs. 1-2). You can hear the preaching of Jesus (and of John the Baptist) in this OT prediction. It 
is truly the case that the theme of coming judgment comes to us most fully as Christians from 
Christ our Savior. That seems so fitting given the terror of the Day of Judgment; it is fitting that 
we learn of this at the feet of our risen Lord (especially such heavy teaching).  
 We should take good note of what is going to happen: the angels will take evil persons 
away from the righteous (literally, “out from their midst”). That is a promise of blessing to the 
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believer. Separation from the wicked by taking the wicked away from the righteous is an aspect 
of kingdom salvation. Without forgetting the fact that we are sinners, and that sadly we 
contribute our share to the fallen world, we must take heart in knowing that a day is coming 
when the afflictions we must endure from those who oppose Christ and us will disappear. When 
Jesus comes, He will give His people access to the tree of life in the city of God, but others will 
be “outside”: “Outside are the dogs and sorcerers and the sexually immoral and murderers and idolaters, and 
everyone who loves and practices falsehood” (Rev 22.15). Man’s inhumanity to man will be “a thing of 
the past.” This has to be part of how God will dwell with His people and “wipe away every tear from 
their eyes” when “death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning nor crying nor pain anymore, for the former 
things have passed away” (Rev 21.4). One of the afflictions of the Christian life is the opposition that 
Christians face with believers in their midst. Another is the temptation to wander from 
righteousness that unbelievers provide. A biting one is the affliction of the righteous conscience 
that occurs when we observe those around us making light of the person and work of Christ. 
However, a day is coming when our Lord will separate the unrighteous from us. That is a 
freedom of a marvelous sort.  
 2B. The eternal punishment of the wicked 
 We must address this topic with a deep sense of awe before an awesome truth. It is a 
good reminder to note that we should be cautious about speculation. We can misread the text if 
we let our imaginations excogitate details about the final place of condemnation. However, we 
can follow the details that we have in front of us in the text.   
 There is a fiery furnace. Jesus says that the separation will occur by the casting of the 
wicked into a furnace of fire. The angels will throw them into the fiery furnace (13.50a). We must be 
careful to avoid being overly literal for here we have fire in darkness (Mat 8.12), fire that is 
unquenchable (Mat 3.12), and fire that is eternal (Mat 25.41). That is not normal fire. The intent 
of this language of the fiery furnace surely is to impress us with the intensity of the punishment. 
That is, a distinctive about fire, about what happens to a person when he or she gets too close to 
fire, is the abiding quality of the pain it inflicts. Long after a burn, you feel a burning sensation. 
If you put butter on a burned finger or put it under cold water, the relief is only momentary, and 
the burning sensation returns. Being cast into the fiery furnace indicates some of the scope of the 
punishment because it is not simply part of the person that suffers, but the entire person. The loss 
here is total and abiding! 
 Therefore, because of the abiding nature of the punishment, there is weeping.  
 God dwells with His people and wipes away every tear, but for those who do evil deeds it 
is a different story. The passage clearly states the fact of conscious suffering, anguish, and 
sorrow upon sorrow. The gnashing of teeth speaks obviously, of what a person often does when 
in extreme pain (it may also indicate intense anger).  
 3B. The exceeding sinfulness of sin 
 When we look at the punishment for sin haltingly, carefully, and prayerfully, we cannot 
help but see the wrong that sin really is. There is infinite offense, infinite sin against the 
infinitely holy God of heaven and earth. The consequence is infinite punishment. Thus, as Jesus 
puts it, “these will go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous into eternal life” (Mat 25.46).  This 
reveals to us the exceeding sinfulness of sin.  
   
2A. The distinct point of the parable 
 In light of these heavy truths (that Jesus emphasizes in His teaching by repetition), what 
distinct point can we draw from the parable? We need to work through some things to answer 
this question. 
 1B. Some perspective on judgment 
 We do have explanation for the fish net (vs. 49-50), and this material is parallel with the 
explanation of the parable of the weeds (vs. 40-42). The parallels are the mixture of righteous 
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and unrighteous, the end of the age, the sending of angels, and the removal of the unrighteous, 
the fiery furnace, and weeping with gnashing of teeth. 
 Is the reality and nature of final judgment the main idea? Some facts suggest that the 
reality and nature of final judgment is not the central thrust, though it is truly emphasized. 
 1) If it is the main idea, then we have nothing new or distinct from the weeds parable. It 
seems reasonable to look for something new both in Jesus teaching and in Matthew’s 
arrangement of His teaching.  
 2) It seems legitimate to get the main idea from the parable itself rather than from the 
explanation. We did so with the weeds parable regarding the question of the servants and the 
reply to let both grow until the harvest. Furthermore, the fact that we have parables with no 
explanation shows that we can interpret from the parable itself.  
 3) If we restrict our thinking to the explanation, then we would have no accent here on 
the preaching of the gospel. But gospel sowing of the seed is central to all the parables, as we 
know from Mark 4.13.  
 What I am getting at is the fact that there is no explanation of the fish net and the action 
of gathering fish of all kinds, but surely the fish net and its use is central in the story. 
 2B. The core of parable 
 What does the net that men throw into sea represent? What does it mean to gather into the 
net fish of all kinds? We know that the time of fishing in the sea leads to the time of sorting on 
the shore. The time of sorting is the close of the age (parallel with the harvest at the end of the 
age, 13.39). Therefore, it seems reasonable to take the time of fishing in the sea as a reference to 
the present time of seed sowing that eventually leads to the harvest. In this context, we must 
remember the words of Jesus to His apostles, “Follow me, and I will make you fishers of men” (Mat 4.19).  
 3B. A common view 
 We face some differences of opinion at this point in the discussion. It is commonly held 
that gathering all kinds of fish into the net represents the mixed nature of the church. Preaching 
the gospel gathers all kinds of people from the sea of humanity into the church, which is into the 
kingdom. Thus, in the church, we should expect a mixture of saved and lost, wicked and 
righteous, and professing versus possessing. There is plausibility to this view, and it is good to 
focus on the fish net gathering of sinners by the gospel. Those who hold this view see the gospel 
as the sovereign power of the kingdom that Christ preaches through the church irresistibly and 
efficaciously (Hanko, Mysteries of the kingdom, 58). We can hardly complain about that since 
the gospel is effective in a complete way like leaven that leavens an entire batch of dough 
(13.33). 
 4B. The thrust of the parable 
 Hanko insists on the point that the gospel net gathers both elect and reprobate sinners into 
the church. This he takes to be the thrust of the parable in contrast to the idea of a universal offer 
of the gospel. A piece of evidence for this view is the fact that “the net is not dragged through the 
whole sea and that not all the fish in the sea are caught in it” (58).  
 However, we should look carefully at 13.49b in relation to 13.38-41: The field is the world, 
and the good seed is the children of the kingdom. The weeds are the sons of the evil one… The harvest is the close of 
the age, and the reapers are angels. 40 Just as the weeds are gathered and burned with fire, so will it be at the close of 
the age. 41 The Son of Man will send his angels, and they will gather out of his kingdom all causes of sin and all law-
breakers. In 13.49b we have: The angels will come out and separate the evil from the righteous.  We can see 
the parallels between good and bad fish with children of the kingdom and sons of the evil one, 
and therefore, between the field and the sea. Then, by parallelism, the sea is the world where 
there is a mixture of evil people and righteous people. We do not need to think of the sea as the 
sea of humanity from which only a portion are affected by the gospel (just as the image of field, 
which is a small part of the earth, does not lead to only a portion of people). Therefore, the fact 
that a fish net could only catch some of the fish in the sea does not prevent taking all kinds of 
fish in a universal way (just as a field with things growing in it can represent the entire earth 
where all people dwell). The parable says something about the wicked and the righteous as 
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categories, about all the wicked and all the righteous that will be separated at the harvest at the 
close of the age. That which is in the field represents all people; that which is in the fish net 
represents all people.  
 Thus, what I am trying to say is that the thrust of the parable focuses on the gospel in 
relation to all people in the time between the comings of Christ. Somehow, the gospel gathers all 
humanity into its net. This takes place in the time before the harvest; the gathering goes on until 
the time of separation on the seashore of eternity.  
  
3A. The application of the parable (unpacking the thrust of the parable) 
 How does the gospel affect all people in this universal way? The answer to this question 
helps unpack the thrust of the parable. We can lay this answer out in steps. 
 1) There is a national universalism to the gospel in the present time 
 In other words, the wall of division between Jew and Gentile is no longer present. There 
has been this great move from OT Jewish particularism to NT national universalism. It is hard to 
deny the ease of the move from “all kinds” of fish to “all nations” of men. 
 2) This means that the gospel is for the nations 
 The gospel goes to the nations like a Sower sowing seed. Therefore, with the delay of 
final judgment in mind per the weeds parable (let both grow until the harvest, 13.30), we know that the 
nations have the gospel instead of fiery judgment in the coming of the kingdom in Christ, in its 
beginning. Thus, the time between the comings of Christ is the day of salvation and the 
acceptable year of the Lord. It is the time of the ten-fold Sabbath on earth (Dan 9.24-27; Lev 
25.8; Isa 61.1-2; 2 Cor 5.17; 6.1-2). It is the time of seed sowing, of gospel preaching seed 
sowing. Jesus delays judgment until the harvest. Instead of final judgment the nations receive 
good news that goes to all people, to all people who are not the people of God, to all people with 
Israel blended among them (Rom 9.24-26 based on Hosea 2.23). 
 We have hints here of the overture of grace. Writers refer to the overture of grace as the 
free offer of grace. This is God’s universal call that serves as the context in which He extends 
His saving call to the hearts of sinners (2 Thess 2.14; Rom 8.30). In other words, for a bottom 
line, the kingdom of God comes in the seed-sowing mission of spreading the gospel to all men 
everywhere. The gospel of the new covenant is for the nations.  
 3) It means that Christ is Lord of all 
 If people are going to be saved, He must save them (And there is salvation in no one else, for 
there is no other name under heaven given among men by which we must be saved, Acts 4.12). He is the Savior 
of all men, which means that He is the only Savior (For to this end we toil and strive, because we have our 
hope set on the living God, who is the Savior of all people, especially of those who believe, 1 Tim 4.10). He is the 
judge of all men. He will raise all people from the dead, some to life and some to death.   
 Just think of how Christ is Lord of all: He rules history and all are in His kingdom 
because of His enthronement as Sabbath king by the resurrection. Thus, people cannot make Him 
Lord of their lives. He is their Lord; He is their Savior, meaning if they are going to be saved He 
must save them for He is the only Savior; they are to acknowledge and submit to His Lordship. 
Think of how we nurture our children in a Christian home. We do not know their hearts, so how 
can we tell them to obey us in the Lord? We know that He is their Lord and we are calling them 
to submit to Him by appealing to their consciences and calling them to obey Him in obeying us 
from the heart. 
 4) It means that Jesus saves all people without distinction 
 That is, He saves all without national distinction, not all without exception.  Accordingly, 
He embraces all in His kingdom (His Lordship is essential in the gospel by resurrection 
enthronement). Thus, all people in the time between the comings of Christ are in the gospel net 
in some way (even if they never hear it preached). They are in the gospel of the kingdom net; 
they are in the kingdom (they are the covenant people under judgment; promises belong to 
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them). Then, at the close of the age, Jesus will separate the bad fish from the midst of the good 
fish.   
 
Concluding remarks 
 1) The parable of the fish net gives teaching of the highest importance 
 The parable confronts you with the claims of life and death, of safety or peril with regard 
to your total existence, body and soul, now and forever. Unmistakably, Jesus impresses on our 
minds the fact of the separation of unbelievers from believers that will take place on the shore’s 
edge of eternity. A point in time will arrive when Jesus will pull the fish net onto the shore. It 
encompasses all kinds of fish, all kinds of people: Jews, Gentiles, wicked, and righteous. He will 
place some on His right hand and some on His left. This parable accents the fact of punishment 
that results in weeping and gnashing of teeth. We must never forget this dark fact. Still, the 
righteous will shine as the sun (13.43) because Christ endured the infinite punishment in our 
place by paying all that He had to purchase us as a pearl that cost Him His life (13.45-46; cf. 1 
Pet 2.24).  
 2) The parable encourages responsible action in a powerful way 
 Against this dark backdrop, the gospel is quite a treasure. The encouragement is to buy 
the field for the treasure (13.44), to seize the kingdom as a prize, to press into the kingdom, to 
submit yourself to Christ as your king, to take His yoke upon you, to believe, trust, serve, and 
live. Thus, righteous people are those who are clothed in the righteousness of Christ by 
submitting themselves to Him and His word. They are “unrighteous righteous” ones. They 
embrace His word for dear life, for salvation, and as an authoritative guide regarding how to live 
on this earth in obedience to God. 
 3) The parable balances gospel mission 
 We have the job of spreading the word by casting it like a fish net into the sea. This 
balances our thinking about the warning to avoid casting your pearls before swine. We are to be 
sensitive to dog-like and pig-like responses to our message, but we are to spread the word as best 
we can to all men everywhere. Belief in the doctrine of sovereign election is not a detriment to 
this task (cf. the different use of the drag net to illustrate effectual calling, Jn 6.44). Indeed, 
election is a further encouragement for we go to the blind, deaf, leprous, and the spiritually dead. 
God has a people and He will save them. He has a method of saving them, which is the casting of 
the gospel net into a sea of fallen sinners, embracing all men everywhere indiscriminately, and 
working effectively in the hearts of His elect people by that gospel.  
 Gospel proclamation is word proclamation. It is seed sowing. Example is crucial but 
word is essential. Therefore, my neighbor is everyman before whom I am to live the gospel and 
to whom I am to speak it for the glory and honor of our risen Lord and Sabbath king.  
 
Let us bow down before the Lord Jesus Christ acknowledging His Sabbath Lordship and universal 
sovereignty. In true humility let us thank Him for enduring eternal punishment in our place and let 
us praise Him for making Himself known to us by the effectual working of the gospel that is like a 
fish net embracing all people and accomplishing His sovereign will. To Him be all glory, amen.  
 
 
 
 
 


