The Parable of the Pearl Merchant [SLIDE 1]
Passage: Matthew 13:44-46 [SLIDE 2]
The Parable of the Hidden Treasure
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.
The Parable of the Pearl of Great Value
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.
1. WHAT DO WE TREASURE? [SLIDE 3]
What do you think of when I say the word ‘Treasure’?

Now I know you holy people or smartypants are going to say JESUS is your treasure.  JESUS is the answer to everything.  
Let’s be real here.  Many of us don’t pursue Jesus like He is our treasure.  If anything, He is maybe one of our precious objects of worship.  The reality is that we have more than one treasure in our life, treasures of varying hierarchies, values, and priorities.  
What are the ‘treasures’ of Hong Kong people?
I remember my brother Will Morris one time, after Monday Morning Prayer, saying Hi to people in the lifts in this building.  I remember it was packed, about 6 people in the lifts.  Yes, believe it or not, there is a person in our congregation who proactively socialises with strangers in the lifts.

Anyway, so Will is asking people how their day is.  No one responds.  He asks them how they are.  No one responds.  Then he asks, how may I help you today?  One lady blurts out, loudly, “We are busy earning money.  You can help us find money!  No money no talk.”  The rest of the people, including myself, laughed.
Whilst I thought it was funny, the reality is that this isn’t really a joke.  

What’s interesting, of course, is that money itself isn’t really the answer to why they work.  It’s what money represents.  It shows us what we can buy.  The more we have, the more it becomes our security, our warm comfort blanket in times of trouble.  
For example, at a macro level, last year SCMP commissioned Chinese University’s centre for communication and public opinion to conduct surveys on the ‘pressing issues’ to tackle in Hong Kong.  They are ranked as follows:
1. Housing price

2. Income inequality
3. Focusing on economy 
4. Easing tensions in the Mainland-HK relationship

5. Political reform

At a micro level, what are our treasures?
Well, not in any particular order:

1. Family (i.e. our immediate family, our kids)

2. Health

3. Relationships – i.e. finding a partner, a spouse

4. Assets (crosses over with the pressing issues to tackle, i.e. housing, economy etc)
5. Entertainment (Netflix, sports, movies, shopping, fashion, etc).  
That’s why Jesus’ parable is so relevant.  When he says ‘treasure’ and ‘pearl of great value’, we immediately register in our minds the treasures of our lives.  
Imagine this – what if someone found the perfect solution to overpriced housing in HK?  Wouldn’t that person, that politician, that leader, be lauded for dealing with one of the most controversial issues in the last 20 years of HK? 
What if you found a drug that could heal all illnesses and ailments – that the only thing to plague us is death by old age?  That all dementia, mental illnesses, cancer, could be dealt with in the blink of an eye?
What would you do to achieve such treasure, such pearl of great value?  Would you not give everything for that?  
And yet, we already give our body and soul for less than that.  For a steady income, for some recognition, for some value in our identity, we are ready to work the late nights, go on ad-hoc business trips, make the sacrifices at the cost of our health and our family, time with our children, time to even rest.  
What is the kingdom of heaven like?  It is like the giving up of everything to find a treasure hidden in a field, or finding a pearl of great value.  
2. WHY PARABLES? [SLIDE 4]
GO BACK TO SLIDE #5 - The Parable of the Hidden Treasure
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.
The Parable of the Pearl of Great Value
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.
[SLIDE 6] ( many people have tried to interpret these two famous parables.  Here is Rembrandt, demonstrating his own understanding of the parable of the hidden treasure. 
· Notice how the man values the treasure.  He hides it from other people, as he looks onto the village, the city.  
[SLIDE 7] ( Here is Domenico Fetti, demonstrating his understanding of the parable of the pearl of great value.  
· Notice how the image is the merchant in the market, valuing the worth and value of the pearl.
In both images, notice what takes up the centre of the picture.  THE PEOPLE.  When I look at these paintings, I am not drawn to the treasure, but to the act of the PERSON who takes up the centre of the paintings.  What sacrifice did this PERSON make to find the treasure, the pearl of great value?
LAYING OUR TREASURES IN HEAVEN?  
On first glance, this parable seems to be preaching a pretty straightforward truth.  
We are the merchant, the man, finding something precious and that we give up our lives for it.  We’ve heard it preached many times, I’m sure, where we’re asked to give up everything for Jesus.  Indeed, that Jesus, the gospel, is this precious treasure.
We can even identify certain common grounds in these two parables:

· The person who finds this treasure is excited, and willing to sacrifice all to obtain this pearl, this treasure
· The treasure is not immediately visible to the world.  Only the person who found it, the person who is willing to sacrifice all, recognises the value of this pearl, this treasure.  
Such call to sacrifice is built into our church culture – think about it:
· Our monthly to bi-monthly HC/All Sons Meetings; 
· Our requirement for people to ‘sacrifice’ over 10 weeks to complete a Growing-In-Christ course before volunteering; 
· Our further requirement for people to attend Experiencing God course with P Sam before one can be a House Church leader; 
· The expectation that we attend the annual events, such as the SP Anniversary; the SP Annual church-wide retreat; if you are man, Men’s Retreat; if you are a women, Women’s Retreat; if you are a leader of any sort, at least one Early Morning Prayer a week; then there is the exciting 21-day fast at the beginning of the year; and of course, all of us are expected to tithe.  
So really, according to this interpretation of the parables, what Jesus is asking us to do is to swap the worldly treasures for Godly treasures.  Lay up your treasures in heaven, so to speak.  That was preached a few months ago.  So:

· Instead of sacrificing time and energy on earning enough money to buy a house, or to pay your bills, you are called to sacrifice time and energy on ministry, on attending Bible Studies, on going to the annual retreat.  
· Instead of spending countless hours sculpting your body in the latest yoga or spinning workshop, you are to spend countless hours building your spiritual muscles at the international house of prayer.  
· Instead of spending sleepless nights working on an IPO, revising for your examinations, preparing for a court hearing, attending late night conference calls which always prioritises the time zone of the US team, you are to spend sleepless nights interceding for your brothers and sisters, exorcising the odd demon here or there, and refusing to even take a break, lest you be seen as less holy.
· Instead of getting drunk at Lan Kwai Fong on the weekends, we are to get drunk on the Holy Spirit.  
If that is the case, then the message is simple and I’m done for the day. 
Fortunately for you, Jesus’ parables are never that simple.  Because the parable, in my view, is not firstly about our passion and sacrifices for Jesus.  To get to the bottom of the meaning of these two parables, we need to look at why Jesus shared it to begin with.
A. WHAT ARE PARABLES?

What is the significance of parables? [SLIDE #8]

RECAP – P Kenny already shared this briefly last week.  For those who were not here, here is a RECAP. 
Purpose of the parable – Matthew 13:

14 Indeed, in their case the prophecy of Isaiah is fulfilled that says:
“‘“You will indeed hear but never understand,
    and you will indeed see but never perceive.”
15 For this people's heart has grown dull,
    and with their ears they can barely hear,
    and their eyes they have closed,
lest they should see with their eyes
    and hear with their ears
and understand with their heart
    and turn, and I would heal them.’

16 But blessed are your eyes, for they see, and your ears, for they hear. 17 For truly, I say to you, many prophets and righteous people longed to see what you see, and did not see it, and to hear what you hear, and did not hear it.
What did they long to see?  What did they long to hear?  Who hears today but don’t understand, who sees today but doesn’t perceive?  

One whole OT book is entitled ‘Parables’ i.e. we know it as Proverbs.  The Hebrew word for proverb is the same word as is translated elsewhere in the OT as parable.  

One can sum it up by saying that it is characteristically a pictorial story or saying; the Hebrew term itself has a range of meaning, i.e. riddles, fables, proverbs, stories and so on.
An examination of the parables makes it difficult to believe that all the parables are simple one-point parables.  Many have more than one point, and many have allegorical features.  To make a parable into simple similes is to do violence to the form of the stories and to underestimate Jesus’ versatility as a story-teller.  

Broadly speaking, parables communicate by bringing parallel ideas together so that the one illuminates the other, but the effectiveness of such communication may actually be enhanced if the meaning of the parable is not obvious.  

Many parables have a dual function – you (the disciples, for educational purposes), and those outside (for judgmental purposes).  i.e. to reveal and to conceal, to bless and to judge.  

The context of the parables: most of us are not familiar with the disastrous effect of putting new wine into old wineskins, or with the dangers of the Jericho road described in the parable of the good Samaritan.  

The parables must be understood within the context of Jesus’ proclamation of the coming kingdom, not in the context of 20th C psychoanalytic theory or whatever.  

His parables are all about describing some aspect of the ‘kingdom of God’.  ‘Kingdom’ suggests a place to us, but Jesus used it in a broader sense to refer to a state of affairs – to God ruling as king – as well as to the realm where God rules.  ‘Kingship’ was then something very contemporary and powerful.  Jesus was not explaining some interesting theological theory.

The OT prophets looked forward to the time when God would impose his kingly rule on the world.  Zechariah 14:9 – the LORD will be king over the whole earth, in a realistic, practical sense.  They looked forward to the restoration of the people of Israel to greatness.  They looked forward to a cosmic revolution with the whole world being at peace again with God and under his kingly control.  ‘The time is fulfilled; the kingdom of God has come near’.  The ‘longed-for revolution is now under way’.  

This was an exciting change.  He was announcing a dramatic forceful change in society to people who longed for such a change.  God was finally intervening to put things right.  

B: CONTEXT: What happened? 
· What did Jesus do, to show that this change is coming?

· Jesus’ parable about the hidden treasure and the pearl comes soon after the Sermon on the Mount (btwn Matthew 5-7).  What happens between Matthew 8-12 is like the trailer for the latest action movie.  Non-stop flurry of activity.  There is actually hardly a time for the disciples to breathe – not until the parables in Matthew 13.  
· The activities are all summarised by Matthew in two places.  
· SUMMARY [SLIDE #9]: “Jesus went throughout all the cities and villages, teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom and healing every disease and every affliction.   When he saw the crowds, he had compassion for them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd.” (Matthew 9:35-36)  
· “Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest.  Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.  For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.” (Matthew 11:28-30)
In Ch 11 – he was largely in and around Capernaum, near the Sea of Galilee.  He remains in that area in Ch 13.  It contains citizens mainly comprising fishermen, farmers, and people that provided services to the Roman road and caravans, including tax collection.  This area was also where many of Jesus’ apostles were from.  
That is why the nature of the parables match those of the citizens who heard them, including the apostles.  The parables in Matthew 13 were all agricultural or marinal in nature.  [SLIDE #10]
· Matthew 13:1-35 – Parable of the Sower, Parable of the Weeds, Parable of the Mustard Seed and the Leaven – all given in the public, near the sea.  The crowds were on a beach, and Jesus was on a boat.   
· Remainder of the chapter, he went back to his house in Capernaum and alone with his disciples, he gives his final set of three private parables.  Parable of the Hidden Treasure, Parable of the Pearl of Great Price, Parable of the Net.
All the parables have one purpose – to describe to the crowds, and the disciples, what the kingdom of heaven is like.  
It is not a coincidence for Matthew to specify that there was a break between Jesus sharing the first four parables in public, and then the final three parables in private.  
We don’t have the time today to look at the distinction between these two sets of parables, especially since we are not studying all of these parables during this summer.  Some commentators have pointed out that the private parables point out a deeper truth that only the disciples could decipher.
One thing I note is that Jesus does not explain all the parables in Matthew 13.  He explains two of them – the Parable of the Sower, and the Parable of the Weeds.  In both instances:
1. The Sower is the Person, the Master is the Son of Man, who gives the word of the kingdom
2. The field/soil represents the world, mankind; and the seeds represent the sons of the kingdom
3. The weeds are the sons of the evil one, and the enemy who sowed them is the devil
4. These Parables point towards the harvest at the end of the age, when the righteous are finally revealed and shining like the sun in the kingdom of their Father.
These are all explained up to Matthew 13:43.  It would be perfect to stop there.  
However, then came a few more parables, continuing in the agricultural marinal theme.  Oddly, the parable of the hidden treasure and of the pearl remain unexplained.  Jesus even asks the disciples whether they have understood these things, and they simply said ‘Yes’.  
Now I don’t know if this is the case of the Asian student who is afraid to admit that they don’t know the answer and they say ‘yes’ but they really mean ‘no.’
I don’t think that’s the case with the disciple though.  Remember, the disciples have by now witnessed and have also been personally involved in a variety of deliverances, healings, and demonstrations of what Jesus meant by the kingdom of heaven.  The purpose of this parable is to tell us what the kingdom of heaven is like.  What further ‘secrets’ of heaven are Jesus trying to disclose?
In my view:

1. The “merchant” and the “man” who found the pearl and the treasure, is NOT US, but is the Son of Man
2. The field in which the treasure is found is, like the earlier parables, representative of the world and mankind;
3. The leaves the meaning of the treasure, and the pearl; the treasure and the pearl IS NOT JESUS, but is the CHURCH pursued by JESUS.    
3. PARABLE OF THE TREASURER, PARABLE OF THE PEARL MERCHANT [SLIDE 11]
RT Kendall: “There are two ways that one could view this parable.  One interpretation could be that it is about our seeking after God …  But it could also illustrate the way in which God seeks us.  He sees us as pearls of great value, so valuable, in fact, that He gave His one and only Son to die on a cross for us.”
There are three reasons why I say that the Treasurer and the Pearl Merchant represent Jesus, and that the treasure and the pearl represent us.  
FIRST REASON:  The other parables preceding these two describe the human figure as divine
1. The “man” who is the subject of these two parables is consistent with the man featured in the earlier parables in the same chapter.  Just as Jesus is identified as the Sower of the Seeds, so also Jesus is the man who pursued, found and valued the treasure and the pearl.  

2. The field in which the treasure is found is, like the earlier parables, representative of the world and mankind;

3. This leaves the meaning of the treasure, and the pearl.  In the other parables, the inanimate object, namely the ‘seed’, the ‘leaven’, the ‘weed’ are all used to describe certain types of people – i.e. either the sons of the kingdom or the sons of the enemy.  In my view, the treasure and the pearl sought by the MAN is the COMMUNITY OF BELIEVERS.    
SECOND REASON: The background facts

· These disciples have been on a journey of Jesus demonstrating what the kingdom of God is.  The kingdom of God is the offer of God’s rest to all who labor and are heavy laden.  

· The kingdom of God is Jesus demonstrating his compassion for the crowds, the harassed and helpless individuals like sheep without a shepherd, who needed to be healed from their diseases and affliction.  
· The last thing these people needed was for the kingdom of God to require more from them.  Much has already been required from them in this world.  What they needed was rest.  They needed to be cherished, and pursued.  
· In other words, the kingdom of God was first and foremost about JESUS’ EFFORT, and not about OUR EFFORTS.  The kingdom of God is displayed when JESUS’ EFFORTS ARE DEMONSTRATED IN BRINGING RELIEF TO MEN.  
THIRD/FINAL REASON: This is most consistent with the other passages in Scripture
· In the context of Matthew, no-where does Jesus require anyone to give up their lives first, before Jesus offers salvation. 
· As a matter of fact, there aren’t any verses in the Bible describing how we are to give up our lives to God first, before God responds.  
A. He loved and sought us first [SLIDE #12]
“10 For the Son of Man came to seek and to save the lost.”.” (Luke 19:10)
 “5 Therefore be imitators of God, as beloved children. 2 And walk in love, as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us, a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.” (Ephesians 5:1-2)
“16 By this we know love, that he laid down his life for us, and we ought to lay down our lives for the brothers... 19 We love because he first loved us.” (1 John 3:16, 4:19)
· God’s people has frequently, in the books of Exodus (Ex 19:5), Deuteronomy (7:6, 14:2, 26:18) and Malachi (3:17) been described as God’s “treasured possession”. 
“Christ is the Man who gives everything to purchase the world so as to possess His church.  He is the great Seeker and He is the great Treasurer.  He is the great Rejoicer and He is the great Sacrificer of all.”  QUOTE GLEN SCRIVENER
The Kingdom of God is not about our search for Christ, but his self-sacrificial love towards us.  I am not the Chooser but the Chosen.  I am not the Lover but the Loved.  I am not the Redeemer but the Redeemed.  
B. WE THE CHURCH ARE HIS PEARL AND TREASURED POSSESSION
I find it very interesting that Jesus follows up the parable of the treasured possession with that of a PEARL.  Why would he use a ‘pearl’ to describe the church?  
Pearls, as we know, are precious.  
Jewish Culture

The pearl was regarded as very costly; e.g., "a pearl that is worth thousands of zuzim" (B. B. 146a); "a pearl that has no price" (Yer. Ber. ix. 12d). Its beauty is proverbial. The coats which God had made for Adam and Eve were as beautiful as pearls (Gen. R. xx. 12); the manna was as white as a pearl (Yoma 75a). 
However, I think there is a deeper meaning to be found not just in the final product of the pearl, but how a pearl is formed.
IF you don’t know how a pearl is formed, here is a video:

VIDEO - https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Wwh9JpP__LA ; https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m07OvPEoR6g [SLIDE 13]
Some information from National Geographic and some pearl-related websites:
1. Natural pearls are found in about one of every 10,000 oysters.

2. Even with cultivation practices, South Sea pearls are incredibly rare. By way of comparison, the weight of diamond production each year is about 10 times greater than the weight of the annual Australian South Sea pearls harvest.
3. The earliest record we have of pearls as precious objects are artefacts from Mesopotamia dated to around 2300 B.C.
In other words, a pearl is made as a response of an oyster to a foreign substance.  A pearl grows when a irritating substance gets inside the shell of the oyster. As a defense mechanism, a fluid is used to coat the irritant. Layer upon layer of this coating, called 'nacre', is deposited until a lustrous pearl is formed.

The oyster has no hands with which it can brush the irritant out, no means of defense except to transform that thing that is injuring it. 

A pearl, therefore, is not formed overnight.  It is a beautiful object developed in response to a foreign substance that irritates it.
What an apt and beautiful symbol our Lord has chosen here for the church! The response of an oyster to that which irritates it is to transform it into something which is no longer a source of irritation. 
+++
That is what Jesus is telling us in this parable. 
· He came and give all that he had so that he might take all the hurt of humanity into his own heart, might know the aching agony of all that we go through, and thus be able to touch us, to heal us, and to minister to us by beginning to clothe us with his own beauty, taking of his own life, out of his wounded side, to wash away with his own blood our wounds, our sins, our guilt, and to cleanse us and impart his life to us so that we might become more and more like him.  
· This is what Martin Luther called the “GREAT EXCHANGE” – He exchanges his life so we could live; his glory so we may be glorified; his holiness so that we may become holy.  That is what happens in an oyster when a pearl is being formed.  The grain of sand, the irritating substance, the cause of injury, is transformed into something of beauty. And that is the power of God’s transforming pursuit of the church.
Paul understood this mystery very well.  He cites it in Ephesians 5: [SLIDE 14]
22 Wives, submit to your own husbands, as to the Lord. 23 For the husband is the head of the wife even as Christ is the head of the church, his body, and is himself its Savior. 24 Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit in everything to their husbands.

25 Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her, 26 that he might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of water with the word, 27 so that he might present the church to himself in splendor, without spot or wrinkle or any such thing, that she might be holy and without blemish. 28 In the same way husbands should love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself. 29 For no one ever hated his own flesh, but nourishes and cherishes it, just as Christ does the church, 30 because we are members of his body. 31 “Therefore a man shall leave his father and mother and hold fast to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh.” 32 This mystery is profound, and I am saying that it refers to Christ and the church. (Ephesians 5:22-27)
That is what the pearl is being formed for. Our Lord is making for himself a glorious church without spot or wrinkle or any such thing. The church is formed for Jesus, to be the medium through which people come to know Him as our LORD, Saviour, and husband-to-be. 
You ask me, where is the verse for that?  Well, to quote P Bobby Connor, here’s a verse for you – John 17:6: “I have manifested your name to the people whom you gave me out of the world.”  We, the church, are the people that God the Father gave to God the Son!
C. WHY DID JESUS SHARE THIS PARABLE

The public parables, the parable of the sower, weeds, mustard seed and leaven all describe external factors of how Christians are identified, and the growth of faith.  In many ways, these parables are suitable for the public – as Jesus is asking everyone to check their own hearts as to whether they are true followers.  
The private parables, in particular the Parable of the Treasurer and the Pearl Merchant, demonstrate why we should follow after Jesus.  It is a template for the disciples alone (the sole recipients of these private parables) to learn what good news to share.  
The Christian may struggle to introspectively determine whether he/she is a follower, whether we are the bad seed, or the seed choked by thorns, or whether our faiths are growing.  
But the gospel does not start with Christian behaviour.  It does not start with whether we are making appropriate sacrifices to Jesus.  The gospel, and the kingdom of heaven, starts with Jesus’ continuing sacrifice for the Father’s gift to him – the church, the treasured possession, the pearl.  
The disciples cannot and must not preach a gospel of human activity.  That is the news forced onto us by the religion of this world; including those who promote a detrimental religious spirit who claim to be preaching the gospel of Jesus.  Behave, or you will be struck down.  Comply, or you will meet you end in the fires of hell.  
The good news, and the coming kingdom, must provide radical and revolutionary relief, healing, and the gift of eternal life accessible to everyone.  This has been achieved by Jesus on the cross; and his heart of pursuit for us remains to this day.  
He was willing to give up his time, his health, his dignity, his flesh (literally, chunks of his flesh), his life, and even his intimacy with the Father, for us.  He is the Pearl Merchant of pearl merchants, and He is the Treasurer of all treasurers.  
WHY WOULD JESUS GO THAT FAR?  
The answer is found in CREATION.  Was man created first?  No.  In the first five days, he created light, darkness, the world, the creatures of the sea, earth and sky == each in pairs.  On the penultimate day, he created man. Man was the only creation that was made in God’s image. Everything was made out of God’s joy, but Man was made to be like God.   
Everything God created was good – save one.  It is not good that the man should be alone.  I will make him a helper fit for him (Gen 2:18).  Thus, woman was made, for man.  Both man and woman were made in God’s image (Gen 1:27).  
The relationship between man and woman, as Paul revealed in Ephesians 5, is but a shadow of the relationship between Christ and the church.  Whilst MAN is described as a GOOD CREATION, the fact that he remains ALONE is not the way things should remain.  I talk about the mystery of WHO GOD IS.  Whilst THE FATHER SON AND THE SPIRIT was content before the creation of the world, IT IS IN THEIR CHARACTER TO SHARE THE WEALTH OF THIS LOVE with the creatures imbued with HIS image.  God is providing a commentary on the true meaning behind the creation of marriage between man and woman – IT IS GOOD THAT A HELPER IS FORMED FOR JESUS, i.e. the CHURCH.  
Have you ever wondered by Jesus was never married?  That is because he was engaged to the CHURCH.  His mission was to become ONE WITH THE CHURCH.  That is the church’s identity.
As Peter says in 1 Peter 2: But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for his own possession, that you may proclaim the excellencies of him who called you out of darkness into his marvellous light.  Once you were not a people, but now you are God’s people; once you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy (vv9-10).  
SO WHAT?
What does that mean for us, church?  
It means that the Christian cannot individually call him or herself the bride of Christ.  The Christian cannot individually call him or herself the treasured possession, or the pearl of great value.  That is because Jesus was given the church as his bride; the church which he is sanctifying, cleaning, with the washing of water with the word, 27 so that he might present the church to himself in splendor, without spot or wrinkle or any such thing, that she might be holy and without blemish.
GANDHI:
“I like your Christ, I do not like your Christians. Your Christians are so unlike your Christ.”
The funny thing is that an interpretation of personal pursuit of Christ first, before Christ’s love for the community as the first act, creates an incredibly selfish Christian.  It is about our individual walks, our individual edification, our individual sanctification.  
· Consumerist Christianity example.  Many people leave the church thinking they are walking as Christians.  They choose/jump between communities.  They don’t plug in, get rooted.  Cherry-picking culture.  
· Example of SPBJ.  Chinese culture vs American culture.  Mutual support, mutual edification.  It’s all about the bigger picture of the church.  Everyone had issues – not being able to pay rent, in between jobs, struggle with finding a partner, facing severe pressure to honour one’s family and parents.  
· When was the last time we thought about our brother or sisters’ walk with Christ first, before our own walks?  When was the last time we willingly went to EMP, to pre-service prayer, to HC, to retreats, not because we are seeking to download something for ourselves, or because we are in some sort of personal turmoil, but because we just want to build others before ourselves, and allow other people to speak into our lives even when we aren’t in a bad place?  
Brothers, sisters, if there is one thing to remember today, remember this:  Jesus didn’t just die for you.  Jesus died for the church.  If you forget about the church body, and you don’t take part in encouraging the church body, then you have totally missed the point of Jesus’ sacrifice.  Yes, I am also talking about those who are not serving any church at all.  It is one thing to say that we have a ministry in the workplace that keeps us preoccupied.  But is your ministry edifying the church, or is it edifying just yourself?  
I challenge us, as a church, to be better imitators of Christ.  Let’s really engage and pray for our brothers and sisters, and not consider our individual walks first today.  The kingdom of God is about Jesus’ relief for the church body.  That’s because we want to see God’s love transform others, so that we function better as the UNIFIED HELPER that was made for Jesus’ pleasure.  Are we willing to bring that relief to others, just as Jesus did?
WORSHIP TEAM & CALL TO PRAYER

VOW TO WALK WITH ONE ANOTHER, TO SANCTIFY ONE ANOTHER, TO ENCOURAGE EACH OTHER IN THE WORD, TO PRESENT EACH OTHER TO JESUS:
1Th 5:8  But since we belong to the day, let us be sober, having put on the breastplate of faith and love, and for a helmet the hope of salvation.

1Th 5:9  For God has not destined us for wrath, but to obtain salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ,

1Th 5:10  who died for us so that whether we are awake or asleep we might live with him.

1Th 5:11  Therefore encourage one another and build one another up, just as you are doing.

Jesus went to extreme lengths to pursue that beautiful pearl of great value.  Do we view the church as that beautiful pearl?  Do we accept the church with its wrinkles and, rather than hide the wrinkles, we understand that they are used to transform us into better lovers of Jesus?  
As the worship team sings our response song, I want to open up the altar, and, I want to welcome people to come up to the altar to be prayed for.  I would love to pray for you.  Whatever issues you have – family problems, financial problems, health issues.  I welcome you now.  You are here today not to demonstrate how holy and ‘put-together’ you are.  You are here to receive Jesus’ reckless love, as a collection of broken people whom Jesus loves as his treasured possession, as a church that is a pearl of great value. 
***
CHURCH (i.e. not just leaders).  Let’s come up and pray for them.  We are God’s treasured possessions.  Let’s treat each other as such.  Let’s take action to love and care for one another better.  
Aaronic benediction: 24 The Lord bless you and keep you;
25 the Lord make his face to shine upon you and be gracious to you;
26 the Lord lift up his countenance[a] upon you and give you peace.
(Numbers 6)
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