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The Treasure in the Field (Matthew 13:44)
"Again, the kingdom of heaven is like unto treasure hid in a field; the which when a man hath found, he hideth, and for joy thereof goeth and selleth all that he hath, and buyeth that field." 
The last three parables are told indoors to the disciples alone (Matthew 12:36 and Luke 6:45). Jesus asked the disciples if they understood and they said that they did (v. 51).  These parables belong to the "old things" - that which people have done for ages. Not that you find a treasure in a field every day, but if you did, you would try to purchase the field in order to get the treasure. It would be the logical thing to do. 
All seven parables are about the kingdom. The first four present entirely new aspects, but the last three show aspects of the kingdom of God like it was always pictured. 
We are all familiar with bargain hunting. We often hear about a fantastic deal that someone got at a yard sale. Someone else receives a generous inheritance. Classic car lovers dream of that special barn find. All stores have sales and some have nothing but sales to lure customers. The most frequented tourist destination in America is Atlantic City, New Jersey. Ten thousand people a day frequent the casinos, hoping for the big win.  The beach combers, however, are more likely to be the winners! 
This parable tells of a man who finds a treasure buried in a field. He is probably the hired hand plowing his master's field. The treasure is too large to wrap in his cloak and that would be too noticeable. If he got caught, he would be severely punished for stealing. What should he do? He could tell his boss and hope for a reward.  But every Jew would have scorned him for that. Even his boss would likely have considered him to be pretty stupid. 

I can almost hear the conversation now. 
"Master, that field I was plowing sure has a lot of stones in it. And crops haven't been growing like they should. It is probably only good for pasture." 

"Yes you are probably right, but I have enough pasture."

"Sir, would you consider selling it to me? I would like to raise a few sheep and that field would suit me just fine." 

"Aha, you first try to minimize the value of my field and hope to get it cheap!" I will sell it to you for its full value and not one Denarius less!" 

The disciples knew what the hired hand would do even before Jesus finished the story. He did what people have always done in similar situations.  He sold what he owned and bought the field.
When you become a Christian, you get a lot of baggage along with it. Being a Christian isn't so easy with so many counterfeit "Christians." Muslims never tire of pointing out the evils of our so-called "Christian nation" and whenever we witness to someone, it seems that they only know hypocrites in the church. There is no way around purchasing the field. You can't say you are not a Christian, nor is it possible to rid the church of all the counterfeits and hypocrites.  
Some who "own the field" are not aware of the treasure it contains. They are born into Christian families and perhaps baptized as babies or children. They are good kids and do a pretty good job of obeying the ten commandments. When they get older, however, they sell "their faith" to the highest bidder because they see no value in it. 
There are those who seek God and the truth; and others who just sort of trip over it. Some of those who "already own the field" may also discover the treasure at some point in their lives. No matter how it happens, salvation is "a package deal." You can't pick and choose. 
The rich young ruler of Mark 10:17-30 was a seeker, but he went away as empty as he came. He wanted the "great treasure" and was even prepared to earn it, but didn't want to sell his possessions to buy the field. 
Some people place a monetary value on everything. They ask, "How much does it cost?" or "What's in it for me?" Jesus told the rich young ruler that he would have to sell his possessions and give the money to the poor in order to inherit treasure in the kingdom. Or perhaps it was the admonishment to take up his cross and follow Jesus. Jesus had not yet been crucified, but every Jew was familiar with cross carriers. It was a familiar sight in Jerusalem. He went away saddened. The price was too high. 
If the church is just a field and you haven't discovered the treasure of God's grace, love, care and fellowship, the time will come when you sell it cheap. You might even give it away or trash it. But some undeserving sinner can find the treasure and give himself as a servant for life in order to gain it.  Hebrews 12:1-2 tells us to present our bodies a living sacrifice. We give ourselves to God and let him do as he pleases with us. If we believe in God we will trust him. "Where your treasure is, there will your heart be also."  
The Letter to the Church at Sardis (Revelation 3:1-6)

"And unto the angel of the church in Sardis write; These things saith he that hath the seven Spirits of God, and the seven stars; I know thy works, that thou hast a name that thou livest, and art dead. Be watchful, and strengthen the things which remain, that are ready to die: for I have not found thy works perfect before God. Remember therefore how thou hast received and heard, and hold fast, and repent. If therefore thou shalt not watch, I will come on thee as a thief, and thou shalt not know what hour I will come upon thee. Thou hast a few names even in Sardis which have not defiled their garments; and they shall walk with me in white: for they are worthy. He that overcometh, the same shall be clothed in white raiment; and I will not blot out his name out of the book of life, but I will confess his name before my Father, and before his angels. He that hath an ear, let him hear what the Spirit saith unto the churches." 

By all outward appearances, the church of Sardis seemed alive and well. It had a good reputation in the community and may have been well attended. In Jesus' assessment of the church, he doesn't mention false doctrine, the Nicolaitans, sexual immorality or persecution, but his diagnosis is much worse. The church is "clinically" dead! “You have a name of being alive, but you are dead" (v. 1). Sardis means “escaped” or “freed.” Although there are a few in the church who have remained faithful, the church is for all practical purposes dead.

About 20 years ago I prayed with a dear brother before routine surgery. He said that he believed he would die. I reaffirmed what the doctors had said about the relatively harmless nature of the operation, but he just sqeezed my hand and said he was ready to meet the Lord. Something went terribly wrong.  After surgery, he remained in a coma and machines kept his lungs, heart and kidneys functioning for days. It soon became clear to me that he was with already with his Lord in heaven, but his wife pleaded with the doctors not to turn off the machines. It was heart-breaking to watch.
A church may function mechanically, have a pastor, committees and boards, offer programs for all ages and interest groups, boast a modern edifice, and enjoy good relations in the community, yet be dead. 
Historical Background of Sardis

When Persia controlled Asia Minor, Sardis was the capital city, but under the Romans it faded into insignificance. It became eclipsed by cities like Ephesus and Pergamum. But Sardis still had many impressive temples and buildings. The people of Sardis liked to bask in the glories of its past. 
Spiritual Condition of Sardis
Many Christians measure churches by the 3-M method -- Membership, Ministries and Money. The main objective of believers and churches, however, should be producing fruit - fruit of the Spirit and fruit for the kingdom. Jesus cursed the barren fig tree although it had lots of lovely leaves. 
One writer calls the church at Sardis “the perfect model of inoffensive traditional Christianity." The church suffered little opposition because it didn't make any waves. The "salt had lost its savor." Sardis was clinically alive, but spiritually dead.

Danger signs:
When tradition becomes more important than truth.

When image matters more than effective witness.

When being a Christian is religious ritual.

When people talk about God but are not walking with Christ.

When convenience trumps sacrifice 

When comforts are more important than convictions.

When appearance matters more than reality.

When assurance of salvation is a major topic.

When going to heaven when you die is the main goal.

When church activities center around social life rather than spiritual edification.
Upon closer examination, we see that Sardis is not completely dead. Some have discovered the treasure in the field. Jesus says, "Wake up! Strengthen what remains and is about to die, for I have not found your deeds complete in the sight of my God" (v. 2). “Yet you have a few people in Sardis who have not soiled their clothes" (v. 4). 
Our lawn and garden turns ugly brown every winter, but when spring comes, it bounces back to life. Sardis is not just experiencing a temporary or seasonal down period like most churches have. The church is dead, yet there are a few who are alive. The condition of Sardis is perhaps like the tree in the Lord's parable in Luke 13:6-9: 
"A man had a fig tree planted in his vineyard, and he came seeking fruit on it and found none. And he said to the vinedresser, 'Look, for three years now I have come seeking fruit on this fig tree, and I find none. Cut it down. Why should it use up the ground?' And he answered him, 'Sir, let it alone this year also, until I dig around it and put on manure. Then if it should bear fruit next year, well and good; but if not, you can cut it down.'" 

I have often been asked by others how they can know when they should leave a dying church. I usually reply with a parable: If the ship is leaking, try to fix the leak. If that isn't possible, try bailing. Perhaps you can encourage others in the ship to help bail. If, however, the water is coming in faster than you can bail, it is time to abandon the ship. Or I may tell them, "If sitting on a block of ice is causing it to melt, you can remain seated, but if you are beginning to freeze, get off!"
Unfortunately the strong emphasis on separation in North American fundamental churches and the proliferation of biblical churches often leads to an early exodus of believers when problems arise. We have seen Christian churches and organizations that God used mightily shrivel up and die because, one after another, faithful Christian leaders who were once pillars, bailed without a fight in the face of opposition. Perhaps an uncomfortable situation developed when an influential person did something wrong. Or they were offended by someone, or were unfairly criticized. It is so easy for a person to leave one church and join another. The same is true of Christian organizations.
We know of a church that had faithful pastors for many decades. The church grew, was a lighthouse in the community and supported missionaries around the world. Then a pastor was called who soon began to change things to his own liking. He first diverted money from missions to finance pet projects. When committee members objected or voted against what he wanted, the pastor made life miserable for them, accusing them of being unspiritual. This went on both privately and publicly until they resigned. The same tactics were introduced in other committees with similar results. Before long, remaining church leaders were "rubber stampers" for whatever the pastor wanted. Without sharing ugly details, I will just say that the pastor was eventually jailed for child molestation and the church's reputation still suffers.  
Such easy-outs were not an option in the Austrian churches where we served. The next Bible-preaching church would likely be many miles away, and that church would probably have similar problems. This situation forces believers to stand fast and face issues. 
Even in churches like Sardis or Laodicea, there are those who love and serve the Lord from a pure heart. Elijah felt like he was the only faithful servant of God in Israel, but God said that there were yet 7,000 who had not bowed the knee to Baal (1 Kings 19:14-18). 

Our enemy "prowls about as a roaring lion seeking whom he may devour" (1 Peter 5:8), but he also smuggles himself into the church camouflaged as a sheep. He may make a frontal attack or a surprise attack from ambush. He may wait for a weak moment or until we think we are invulnerable. Or he may wait until we are asleep. Christ’s admonition to “Wake up!” had special meaning to the church in Sardis. Because it was located on a plateau, Sardis felt secure from invasion. But twice in its history, invading armies captured the city by night when watchmen were sleeping!
“Remember, therefore, what you have received and heard; obey it, and repent. But if you do not wake up, I will come like a thief, and you will not know at what time I will come to you" (v. 3). That is the content of the sermons John the Baptist preached, that Jesus and the apostles preached. It is the only sermon a lost sinner must hear and can understand. Until the sinner repents all other sermons are like water on the duck's back. Forget all the other stuff and preach repentance! 

To repent means turning to the Lord with a whole heart. When Martin Luther nailed his 95 Theses on the door of the Castle Church in Wittenberg, Germany, he had no idea that it would mark the beginning of the Reformation. The very first thesis rings as true today as it did in 1517: When our Lord and Master, Jesus Christ, said “Repent”, He called for the entire life of believers to be one of repentance.

Jesus will come like a “thief in the night.” A thief comes when you least expect him. The church at Sardis, though evidently prosperous and popular, was not ready for the coming of the Lord. The church was like the city itself, comfortable and lazy and spiritually indifferent. It was in its own way a true reflection of its community. It seemed alive but it was dead.

Three-fold promise to the overcomers in Sardis: First, “They will walk with me, dressed in white, for they are worthy." (v. 4). Second, "I will never blot out his name from the book of life" (v. 5).  Third, "I will . . . acknowledge his name before my Father and his angels” (v. 5). 

The Sardis spirit overcomes us whenever we take God for granted. How quickly we can become the Church of the Dead!
God still loved the church at Sardis. If Jesus didn’t care, he wouldn’t have written this letter
The Treasure in the Field, the Letter to Sardis and Church History
For centuries prior to the Protestant Reformation, the Holy Roman Empire claimed both political and religious authority that was never seriously challenged by the people. There were major attacks by the Muslim Turks from without, and power struggles within the church, but no one ever really questioned the church's claim to be the  "Catholic" (universal) church of Jesus Christ. It was an accepted fact that to be a Roman citizen, one was automatically a member of the Roman Catholic Church. At times there was a State Church and times when there was a Church State, but the coalition of Church and State remained for more than a millennium.
Early on and throughout the centuries, there were those who pointed out error and false teachings in the church, but virtually no one opposed the idea of there being one true church, no matter how much it had wandered from the teachings of scripture. People compared Christianity to the nation of Israel, which was sometimes faithful to God and sometimes idolatrous, yet always God's chosen people.  Even when multiple Popes strove for power, there was one true church, both a political and a religious entity, in the minds of the people. 
Amazingly, the same was true of  the Catherers, Albigensers, Waldensians and other groups which were declared to be heretics by the church and bitterly persecuted. None of them could picture two Christian churches or conceive of the Roman Church being not being Christian. They saw themselves as prophets or reformers of that church and never as opponents. There were overtures of reformation under Wycliffe and Huss, but to my knowledge, these reformers never suggested forming a new Church and discarding the old. 
Suffice it to say that the truth of God's Word became lost and buried in the Roman Church. When God's Word was lost, the spirit of God departed and the church died. Certainly there were true Christians remaining, but the church itself was dead.
When Martin Luther began to preach the Word openly, he had no idea of the consequences his teachings would have.  Even after translating the scriptures into German, the language of the people, he didn't plan to leave the church. Like all others, he believed that there was only one church of Jesus Christ and it just needed a good cleansing. 
"And no one puts new wine into old wineskins. If he does, the wine will burst the skins--and the wine is destroyed, and so are the skins. But new wine is for fresh wineskins." Mark 2:22

When "those who were still alive" began to join the reformation, the Roman Church was primarily interested in retaining its power and wealth base. Those priests and monks who joined the reformation were seen as trouble-makers and were thus deemed expendable. It soon became clear that the reformers were more interested in the scriptures than in cathedrales, monestaries, palaces and political power. Because the church recognized little value in the scriptures, they sold the field containing the treasure - God's Word.  With its heart cut out, the church effectively died. The price the reformers paid was high and it cost many of them their very lives, but the reformers now "owned the field" with the treasure. They had become a separate, new church, but retained the name, "Christian." 
Only a few in Sardis had remained true to the Lord (v. 4), which is pronounced dead by the Lord. He calls on the faithful few to: 
· Be watchful or vigilant.
· Strengthen the remnant that is ready to die.

· Remember how you have received and what you have heard. 
· Return to the beginnings.

· Hold fast. (watch it, hold it fast and don't let it escape). 
· Repent 
This is not a revival. A few dead churches may conduct annual revival meetings, but you can't revive the dead. Nor is it missions - seeking the lost. "Repent" means to reconsider or return to the Lord. The largest Viennese newspaper once reported on evangelistic meetings that we were conducting in the city. The reporter called it "Christenmissionieren" (missions to Christians, or evangelizing Christians). Because 90% of the Austrians belonged to the Catholic Church, he claimed that they were already Christians. 
It is reformation - a call to a living and faithful remnant (v. 4) to strengthen those who are still alive but dying, to return to its roots, purchase the field and hold fast to that precious treasure of God's Word.
He that overcometh, the same shall be clothed in white raiment; and I will not blot out his name out of the book of life, but I will confess his name before my Father, and before his angels. 

6

