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Good Fish/Bad Fish
Matthew 13:44–52

44 “The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field, which a man found and
covered up. Then in his joy he goes and sells all that he has and buys that field. 

45 “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. 

47 “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. 

51 “Have you understood all these things?” They said to him, “Yes.” 52 And he said
to them, “Therefore every scribe who has been trained for the kingdom of heaven is like a
master of a house, who brings out of his treasure what is new and what is old.”

The “one holy Christian and Apostolic Church,” as we confess in the Creed, is more
than an earthly institution.  It includes not only those on earth who by faith have embraced
Jesus Christ as Savior – the Church Militant – but also those who have died in the Faith
and have passed on into heaven – the Church Triumphant.  But there’s a difference
between these two churches – I mean, apart from the fact that the members of one are still
living in this world and the members of the other are dead.  Jesus makes this distinction
in today’s Gospel, pointing out with His parable of good and bad fish, that one sad feature
of the earthly church is its impurity.  There are those in the church on earth who are merely
pretending to be believers; they have no real Christian faith.  These, Jesus says, will be
removed – cast aside like bad fish.  The church in heaven has no pretenders.  The Church
Triumphant is a perfect church.

Now, the imperfection of the earthly church is a matter of deep concern for those
who are true believers; our own eternal welfare is at stake.  So we should be made aware
of the dangers to which we're exposed, lest we find ourselves in a pile of rotten fish.  With
this in mind, let’s consider the impurity of the church on earth.

This imperfection is, first of all, an undeniable fact.  Actually, it’s unavoidable
because of the way the church gathers its members.  Jesus brings this out rather vividly
when He likens the church to “a net that was let down into the lake and caught all kinds of
fish.”  You see, a net is designed to gather large numbers of fish, but it can't distinguish
good fish from bad fish.  That selection has to be made some other way.  The fisherman
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doesn’t expect the net to do this; he’s satisfied as long as it gathers some good fish.
In the same way, the church, through the net of the Gospel, gathers a large variety

of human souls, but it’s not equipped to judge the sincerity of all who say they believe.  We
can't look into anyone’s heart and see the character of his faith.  As long as a person
claims to share the one true Faith and leads a Christian life, we have to consider him a true
believer.

But this is where the possibility of imperfection comes in.  Along with those who
actually believe in Christ, there will be those who don’t; it only looks like they do.  In other
words, hypocrisy tops the list of things making the Church on earth imperfect.  And this
ought to concern us.  Why?  Someone once said – and I believe it’s true – that the greatest
harm to the church doesn’t come from the outside; it comes from the inside.  The greatest
enemies of the church are not those who openly oppose the Will of God, but those who,
with poisoned sweetness, give every appearance of faithfulness, while their hearts are
devoid of any legitimate faith.  There’s no greater form of dishonesty than the practiced
deceit of the hypocrite; there’s probably nothing more detestable.  Jesus Himself
emphatically denounced hypocrites on many occasions.  Most of His “woes” were
pronounced against them.  Even those who aren’t Christians despise religious pretenders.

Most of us here would admit to feeling the same way.  And for good reason. 
Unbelievers don’t have the same perspective on life, the same long view of eternity, the
same priorities, or the same goals.  So there’s always the danger that a pretender might
lead the church down the wrong path.  Yes, we have every reason to be on the alert.

But it may come as a shock to learn that the terrible sin of hypocrisy is more
common than we might think.  In fact, all of us are vulnerable to it.  Every one of us is a
potential hypocrite.  God says in both the Old and New Testaments that all people are liars. 
Even after a person has been released from the power of Satan and has been born again,
he’s still susceptible to this ugly wickedness, and will have to fight it all the days of his life. 
With God’s help he must constantly strive against it.

Now, this may be distasteful and uncomfortable, but to prove how widespread this
sin is, I’m going to ask you a few questions.  Are you ready?

– Do you have a habit of condemning other people?
– Do you read books and articles only to find fault?
– Do you listen to others only with an ear towards correcting their mistakes? 

– Do you watch the actions of other people in order to judge them?
– Do you become resentful when good things happen to others?
– Do you belittle the achievements of your neighbor and the blessings he’s

received? 
– Do you perform works of charity for the purpose of making an impression?
– Are your works motivated by a spirit of competition?
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And, finally:

– As you hear these questions, are you searching your own heart for an
honest answer, or are you thinking about how well they apply to someone
else?

Now, if you had to say yes to any of these questions – and I had to for several of
them – realize that Jesus was speaking His warning also to you, because this reveals the
marks of hypocrisy.  You see, a hypocrite, is the world’s best faultfinder.  He does this
either because he wants to direct attention away from himself, or because, in his wicked
pride, he actually considers himself to be better than his fellow man.  A hypocrite is
envious.  He can’t stand it when something good happens to someone else.  He’s also a
show-off.  Living in constant fear of discovery, he goes to great lengths to report what
wonderful things he’s done for the Lord and how devout he is.  But, a hypocrite is also a
coward. He’s reluctant to look at himself, because he’s afraid of what he’ll find: a polished
façade filled with corruption.

Friends, it’s extremely important to be aware of our natural tendencies in this regard,
for they actually jeopardize our faith.  We all need to ask God for strength to overcome this
behavior because God detests it and He wants His children to lay it aside.

In our text Jesus says that when the catch of fish was brought to shore, the
fishermen “sat down and collected the good fish in baskets, but threw the bad away.”  He
goes on to say: “This is how it will be at the end of the age.  The angels will come and
separate the wicked from the righteous.”

So the net, as I said before, is incapable of sorting out good fish from bad, but the
fisherman is able to make the distinction once the full catch is brought on shore.  In the
same way, while the church on earth really can’t sort out true believers from unbelievers,
God is able to do this, and He will, as our text tells us, casting the unbelievers “into the fiery
furnace, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.”

This, of course, is a frightening proposition, and Jesus intended it to be when He put
the matter so bluntly to the people of His day.  The Pharisees had been a constant
annoyance to Him.  They’d appointed themselves His critics and jumped at every
opportunity to trap Him in His words.  When they invited Him to dinner, it wasn’t out of
genuine hospitality, but for the purpose of finding fault.  When they went to hear His
sermons, it wasn’t to be led to the truth, but for the purpose of finding something else to
criticize.  When they engaged Him in conversation, it wasn’t to exchange ideas, but so they
could misquote Him later on.  Their so-called “artful” questioning was done for the sole
purpose of using His answers to condemn Him.  They hoped eventually to use this
“evidence” to convict Him.

Nevertheless, Jesus, knowing what they were up, knowing they had nothing but
hate and ill-will towards Him, still dealt with them as with any other sinful human being, for
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they, too, were the objects of His love.  He strode purposefully forward toward the cross
so that He might suffer and die for their sin of hypocrisy, just as fully and completely as He
died for every other sin.  His many warnings to them, while they were issued sometimes
in anger and disgust, were nonetheless motivated by a deep love for their souls.  He
considered them just as precious as anyone else.

What comfort we have in this!  Whether we try to cover up our sins by acting
righteous, or whether some go so far as to hide outright unbelief with a lying profession of
faith, there is still help and salvation available to us.  Our Lord and Master came down from
heaven to live the life of a human being so that He might successfully meet the challenge
of God’s Law and conquer sin on our behalf.  He died on Calvary’s cross, bearing in His
own body the full and eternal punishment for all our sins.  The victory Jesus won can be
our personal victory if we will only repent of our sins and receive forgiveness through
simple faith in Him.

Dear friend, if you are a true believer, you will yet recognize that you – much to your
displeasure and regret – are still besieged by recurring sins.  Let me assure you: Christ
continues to offer you the glorious benefits of His cross – the assurance of forgiveness for
every sin, no matter how often it occurs, but also renewed strength in your daily struggle
against the weakness of your flesh.  “The blood of Jesus Christ cleanses us from all sin,”
even the sin of hypocrisy.  Receive that forgiveness, belovéd, and let Him restore to you
the joy of your salvation.

And, if you’re one whose hypocrisy covers outright unbelief, forgiveness is available
for you, too.  Repent of your sin.  Believe and trust in Christ’s suffering, death, and
resurrection for you, and receive God’s forgiveness.  I promise you, your hypocrisy will
disappear when He makes you a true believer.  One of the great joys that accompanies
a new-found faith in Christ is that you can quit pretending.  Gone forever will be all the
tangled webs of falsehood and deceit.  Gone forever will be all fear of discovery.  Gone
forever will be the threat of one day being separated from the righteous and cast into the
fiery furnace.

With faith in Christ, you and I, dear friends, are given strength to walk in newness
of life and to struggle against our weaknesses.  God grant us all true faith and repentance. 
May He unshackle us from our hypocrisy to walk freely in the light of His love.  In the name
of the Father and of the T Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen
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