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The Kingdom of Heaven in the Gospel of Matthew  

 
Session Five: The Kingdom and Discernment   
 
Opening Prayer  
Grant us, Lord, not to be anxious about earthly things, but to love things heavenly; and 
even now, while we are placed among things that are passing away, to hold fast to 
those that shall endure; through Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns with you 
and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever. Amen. (Collect for Proper 20, Book of 
Common Prayer, p. 234). 

 
Introduction to this Week’s Study  
Life would be so much easier if we experienced the kingdom of heaven every day. But 
even though the scriptures tell us that Jesus came to inaugurate the kingdom of heaven 
and bring it near to us, he did not exactly leave us with photographs or drawings of 
what the kingdom looks like. Instead, he leaves us with a kind of roadmap for 
encountering the kingdom, teaching us a pattern of life that leads us to see the kingdom 
emerging from time to time. But it’s hardly a clear roadmap. He often speaks to us 
about the kingdom in parables, which require us to become a group of discerning 
navigators, discussing with one another and deciding as a community which of the 
twists and turns to take in the road that leads to life.  
 
Today’s first passages for reflection come from chapter 13 in Matthew’s Gospel. It’s a 
chapter that deals mostly with Jesus’ teachings in parables about the kingdom of 
heaven. According to one biblical scholar, Donald Senior, “parables are extended 
metaphors or comparisons designed to draw the hearer into a new awareness of reality 
as revealed by Jesus, yet their artful nature adds a special twist of paradox and 
unexpected challenge” (from Matthew: Abingdon New Testament Commentary, 1998, pg 
146).  C.H. Dodd, another prominent biblical scholar from an earlier generation, defines 
a parable as “a metaphor or simile drawn from nature or common life, arresting the 
hearer by its vividness or strangeness, and leaving the mind in sufficient doubt about its 
precise application to tease it into active thought”  (The Parables of the Kingdom, 1962, pg 
5). 
 
The parables of Jesus are designed to be opaque, with the capacity to perplex and 
challenge his listeners. Consequently, they require disciples to spend time together 
actively searching for their meanings and discerning collectively how to embody the 
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teaching of the parables in particular circumstances of daily life. The followers of Jesus 
who engage in this kind of community discernment and practice begin to understand, 
recognize, and experience the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven. 
 
The next passages also highlight the need for disciples to be part of a community of 
discernment, but for different reasons. The way of life taught by Jesus includes both 
traditional Jewish scriptural interpretation and application, as well as innovative new 
biblical interpretation and application by Jesus. Those who seek to follow in the 
footsteps of Jesus and his teaching on the kingdom of heaven must be able to discern 
when a situation calls for conformity to the old traditions and when it calls for 
embracing the new ones.  
 

 
Biblical Passages 
 
Understanding the Parables of the Kingdom of Heaven  
 

Then the disciples came and asked Jesus, “Why do you speak to them in parables?” He 
answered, “To you it has been given to know the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven, but 
to them it has not been given. For to those who have, more will be given, and they will 
have an abundance; but from those who have nothing, even what they have will be taken 
away….blessed are your eyes, for they see, and your ears, for they hear (Matthew 13:10-
12, 16). 

 
Comments on the Passage 

 Look closely at what Jesus “gives” to his disciples: knowledge of the mysteries of 
the kingdom of heaven. And knowledge of these mysteries leads to abundance.  

 In other words, those who “have” and those to whom “more will be given” are 
the disciples who are beginning to understand the mysteries of the kingdom 
reflected in the parables and who seek more and more often to shape their lives 
by their knowledge of these mysteries. 

 As their knowledge of the mysteries of the kingdom grows and shapes their 
daily lives, disciples are given even more understanding of the mysteries, which 
leads them in turn to live and experience an even more abundant life.   

 Disciples of Jesus are thus open to seeing and hearing about life in new ways; 
they change their way of life and actions in response to his teaching.  
 
 

For Reflection  
 Describe one or two of your favorite parables in the teaching of Jesus. How have 

you changed your pattern of living or acted in new ways in response to these 
parables? What have you learned about the mysteries of God’s kingdom through 
these changes in your life?   
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 Describe one or two parables of Jesus that are hard for you to hear or 
understand. In what specific ways do these parables challenge you to change the 
way you see, hear, or understand your life? What does the passage above 
suggest to you about these more troublesome parables you’ve identified?  
 

 
Discerning the New and the Old in the Kingdom of Heaven  
 

“Have you understood all this?” They answered, “Yes.” And Jesus said to them, 
“Therefore every scribe who has been discipled for the kingdom of heaven is like the 
master of a household who brings out of his treasure what is new and what is old” 
(Matthew 13:51-52).  

 
Comments on the Passage  
 

 Understanding how the parables call us to see, hear, and act in new ways is an 
essential aspect of discipleship in the Gospel of Matthew.  

 “To disciple” someone for the kingdom of heaven means walking side by side 
with that person over time to demonstrate the pattern of life taught by Jesus.  

 In first-century Judaism, a scribe was a person learned in the scriptures and the 
Law of Moses. This passage most likely refers to a group in Matthew’s 
community who were experts in interpreting the scriptures, but who have been 
discipled by Jesus to apply the scriptures as Jesus taught them. The goal of their 
biblical interpretation is to help people enter and experience the kingdom of 
heaven in their daily lives.  

 The pattern of living Jesus teaches includes both old and new ways of 
interpreting and living by the scriptures.  

 The community and its scribes must practice discernment regularly to determine 
whether the particular situation at hand calls for the application of “old” treasure 
contained in the scriptures or the application of “new” treasure that comes from 
an innovative interpretation or prioritization of scripture and tradition.   

 
For Reflection  

 Who are the important people who have discipled you over the course of your 
life? In what specific situations did they apply the “old” treasure contained in the 
scriptures? What fruit did this disicpling bear? In what ways did these mentors 
suggest “new” ways of understanding and applying scripture? What fruit did 
this discipling bear?  

 Are there one or two parables that now mean something different to you than 
when you first heard them or were first taught them? What is the “new” treasure 
you now bring out of the parable(s) you’ve identified?  
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“Binding and Loosing”: Practicing Discernment about the “Old” and the “New” 
 

Jesus said to them, “But who do you say that I am?” Simon Peter answered, “You are the 
Messiah, the Son of the living God.” And Jesus answered him, “Blessed are you, Simon 
son of Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father in heaven. 
And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of 
Hades will not prevail against it. I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and 
whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth 
will be loosed in heaven” (Matthew 16:15-19). 
 
“If another member of the church sins against you, go and point out the fault when the 
two of you are alone. If the member listens to you, you have regained that one. But if you 
are not listened to, take one or two others along with you, so that every word may be 
confirmed by the evidence of two or three witnesses. If the member refuses to listen to 
them, tell it to the church; and if the offender refuses to listen even to the church, let such 
a one be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector. Truly I tell you, whatever you bind on 
earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven. 
Again, truly I tell you, if two of you agree on earth about anything you ask, it will be 
done for you by my Father in heaven. For where two or three are gathered in my name, I 
am there among them” (Matthew 18:15-20). 

 
Comments on the Passages  
 

 In the first passage Jesus gives Peter a place of priority in leadership of the 
community of disciples.  

 Jesus gives Peter the “keys of the kingdom of heaven” as part of his new 
authority. This is a metaphor that depicts the kingdom as a city entered through 
a gate that must be unlocked by Peter the gatekeeper (you can hear in this 
metaphor the origins of the imaginative stories about Peter meeting people at the 
“pearly gates” after death).   

 Jesus directly links the keys to the kingdom of heaven to the authority he gives 
Peter to “bind and loose.” Jesus is drawing on the rabbinic practice of making 
judgments about the applicable scriptures in a particular context and what 
actions are permitted or forbidden. Depending on the situation, the rabbi either 
“binds” the community to the application of a particular scriptural command or 
“looses” them from its demands.  

 Peter is given the authority to speak for God; the decisions Peter makes about the 
applicable scriptures and appropriate behavior are deemed acceptable to God.  

 In 23:13 Matthew contrasts the teaching and biblical interpretation of the 
Pharisees: “woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you lock people 
out of the kingdom of heaven. For you do not go in yourselves, and when others 
are going in, you stop them.”   
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 Peter’s authority, however, is not unlimited; Peter exercises this “binding and 
loosing” only as he has learned to do so from the teaching of Jesus.   

 Throughout the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus utilizes this same rabbinic practice of 
“binding and loosing.” For instance, several times in Matthew 5:21-48 we hear 
Jesus not only “binding” the community to particular commandments 
prohibiting such things as murder and adultery, but also binding them to an 
even more rigorous standard prohibiting anger and lust. Conversely, in Matthew 
12:1-14 we find Jesus “loosing” his disciples from the commandment prohibiting 
work on the Sabbath in favor of approving their behavior that results in the 
feeding of hungry people and healing a man with a withered hand.   

 In the second passage above, Jesus gives this same authority to “bind and loose” 
to the entire congregation. Having learned from the risen Christ who is present 
among them whenever they gather (see v. 20), the entire church serves as a 
deliberative body to bind people to certain scriptures while loosing them from 
others, depending on the context; their decisions are also backed by God in 
heaven.  

 

For Reflection  
 Describe a time when you were conflicted about whether a particular passage of 

scripture prohibited an action you were contemplating. Who did you consult 
about your decision-making? Did you consider the impact of any other 
scriptures on your decision about whether to act? How did you reach a decision 
about what to do?  

 Describe a time when you were considering a particular action and you realized 
that there were conflicting passages of scripture, one of which seemed to prohibit 
the action you were considering and one of which seemed to approve the action. 
Who did you consult about your dilemma? How did you reach a decision about 
what to do?  

 Do you find this authority for “binding and loosing,” given to the church, 
troublesome or freeing? Why?  

 
 


