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Parable: The Pearl of Great Price
"Again, the kingdom of heaven is like unto a merchant man, seeking goodly pearls: Who, when he had found one pearl of great price, went and sold all that he had, and bought it." (Matthew 13:45-46) 
A merchant who specializes is soon familiar with his product. Used car dealers who buy cars at auctions and fix them to sell are soon aware of all the tricks and things to look for.  And they usually don't even have to look to see what the book value is for a car.  They know what the customers want and how much they are willing to pay. 

Collectors are a different breed but there are similarities.  They may sell if they have too many of a certain type or size etc, but they would just as soon trade for something they are looking for.  They also become very familiar with what they collect. 
The main character in this parable is both a collector and a merchant. He buys and sells, but always has one that he cherishes and keeps for himself. 
There is a classic car collector and dealer in Bridgeton who sells on eBay. Once, he offered a very nice classic car, but I spotted a 43-window 1957 VW Samba bus in the background that was just like one I owned in Austria. I sent him an email asking if it was also for sale. His reply didn't surprise me at all. He wrote, "That one is my baby and it's not for sale!" 

Car collectors and those who buy and sell collector cars, are always hoping for a "barn find." A rare car that is in great condition and has been stored somewhere for many years collecting dust. Such barn finds were easier to locate fifty years ago. There are not many left today. But the value of some collector cars has gone up rapidly in recent years. Owners of these cars are sometimes not aware of the value and sell too cheaply. They may even think that they got a great deal! Even more often, a collector dies and his heirs sell the car cheap, not knowing what it's worth. 

In the process of buying and selling pearls, this merchant sees one that is extremely valuable. He probably hoped to get it for a bargain, but the owner also knows its value. This merchant is not looking to sell the pearl but wants it for himself. He finally sells all his other pearls in order to buy that one he has set his heart on. 

The pearl is a symbol of wisdom or truth in the Bible, but sometimes translated "ruby" or "Coral" (Proverbs 3:15; 8:11; 20:15).  Proverbs 31:10 says that a virtuous woman is worth more than pearls. Matthew 7:6 warns us not to throw our pearls before the swine, and the gates of heaven are of pearls in Revelation 21:21.
Most of us know how pearls are formed in an oyster. Today, most pearls are cultivated. Divers collect oysters and insert a grain of sand in the shell. It is torture for the oyster, but women who champion animal rights don't seem to mind getting a pearl necklace or earrings for their birthday or Christmas. 
Many theologians believe that the merchant represents Jesus, but I feel that it is a man seeking wisdom or truth. A man who honestly seeks truth without prejudice will gladly relinquish a false or doubtful assumption in exchange for the truth. Most people adhere to some sort of religion. The majority belong out of tradition and are not seeking truth, but there are some who actually are seeking and questioning what they are taught. 

The young Pharisee, Saul of Tarsus, thought that he knew the truth. His parents taught him well and he studied under the most prestigious Rabbi in Israel. He wanted more than anything to serve God and the truth. When he saw that the followers of Jesus were multiplying and many good Jews were becoming converts even after Jesus was crucified, he concluded that something radical had to be done to prevent this. He sought and obtained documents from the High Priest, giving him authority to arrest, persecute and even kill Christians. I believe he was honestly seeking the truth and desired to do accordingly. There is no other way to explain the manner in which he was converted. Once he recognized the truth, however, he "sold all that he had" and followed the Lord with all his heart. He became that great apostle, Paul.
Wisdom is Solomon's term for God's Word in Proverbs. Humans may do according to accumulated knowledge and their best reasoning, but they can still be dead wrong. If, however, people follow God's Word, that is true wisdom and it is always right. 
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Faithful Jews in the Old Testament and faithful Christians in the New Testament times are known by their love for God's Word and love for the brethren. They follow the “schema” or “great commandmentment.” 
In Matthew 22:34-40, we read, But when the Pharisees heard that he had put the Sadducees to silence, they were gathered together. Then one of them, which was a lawyer, asked him a question, tempting him, and saying, Master, which is the great commandment in the law? Jesus said unto him, Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind. This is the first and great commandment. And the second is like unto it, Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself. On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets. 

The first and great commandment, the schema, was a familiar statement of faith taught by Old Testament prophets.  I found over 30 places where the prophets defined and expounded on the schema. What must have caused all listening to catch their breath, however, was the double whammy answer of Jesus. He said that the golden rule, loving others as one loved self, was equal to it! On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets. 
Letter to the Church at Philadelphia (Revelation 3:7-13)
"And to the angel of the church in Philadelphia write; These things saith he that is holy, he that is true, he that hath the key of David, he that openeth, and no man shutteth; and shutteth, and no man openeth; I know thy works: behold, I have set before thee an open door, and no man can shut it: for thou hast a little strength, and hast kept my word, and hast not denied my name. Behold, I will make them of the synagogue of Satan, which say they are Jews, and are not, but do lie; behold, I will make them to come and worship before thy feet, and to know that I have loved thee. Because thou hast kept the word of my patience, I also will keep thee from the hour of temptation, which shall come upon all the world, to try them that dwell upon the earth. Behold, I come quickly: hold that fast which thou hast, that no man take thy crown. Him that overcometh will I make a pillar in the temple of my God, and he shall go no more out: and I will write upon him the name of my God, and the name of the city of my God, which is new Jerusalem, which cometh down out of heaven from my God: and I will write upon him my new name. He that hath an ear, let him hear what the Spirit saith unto the churches."  (Revelation 3:7-13)

Philadelphia means "brotherly love," and David, who holds the key, means "beloved of the Lord." The author of Revelation is John, the "apostle of love." In his gospel, he refers to himself as the disciple whom Jesus loved. His name means, "Jehovah loves." 
The church at Philadelphia has only a little strength, but is faithful to God's Word and has not denied his name.  Small churches matter to Jesus. Numbers don't impress him. Big churches get the publicity, but most Christians were saved in  small groups. After people are saved in small churches, they are often lured to larger churches that have more to offer.
In sharp contrast to Sardis, our Lord has nothing but words of praise and comfort for the church in Philadelphia. Philadelphia was perhaps small and insignificant in man’s eyes, but in God’s eyes, this church was hot!  Philadelphia had earned the nickname “Little Athens” because of all the wine consumed there, but the church remained faithful to the Lord in that hostile environment! 

Only Smyrna and Philadelphia received no words of condemnation. And it is not coincidental that both churches were facing strong opposition because of their bold witness. Hard times generally make for strong churches, especially when the hard times come because the church refuses to compromise the gospel.

Philadelphia is about 35 miles southeast of Sardis. Because it was located near a fault line, earthquakes were a constant threat. The city of “Brotherly Love” was intended to introduce Greek culture to the surrounding region. Built on a narrow pass between two mountain ranges, Philadelphia stood as a doorway to the rest of Asia Minor. 

When God opens a door, no man can shut it. And when he closes a door, no man can open it. The question is, how do we know if it is God or Satan who opens (or closes) a door? 
In Acts 16:6-10, the Holy Spirit hindered or prevented Paul from entering doors in Asia Minor (Turkey), but then God gave Paul a vision about an open door in Macedonia. In I Thessalonians 2:18, however, Paul said that Satan hindered or prevented him. How did he distinguish these open and closed doors? Or more important for us, how can we ascertain the leading of the Lord in our lives?
As mission Field Director, I once gave the seven missionary couples and one single worker on our field a quiz over how we determine God's will or leading. I first asked them to list all factors they could think of that might be involved in missionary decision making. As they named items, I wrote them on a white board. We then eliminated or combined some entries, settling on about twenty factors.  I numbered the items and asked each person to sort the factors equally into two categories of lesser and higher priority.  The participants' responses were then collected and analyzed. 
Amazingly, there was much agreement among the missionaries. Only a couple of factors made it into both categories. "What the Bible says," "Natural and spiritual gifts or abilities" and "How will it affect my family?" were consistently in the high priority category. "Opinions of others," "Urgency" and "Someone has to do it" generally fell into the category of lower priority.  
That was when I hit them with a bombshell. I told them that, according to their own assessment, I should not be their field leader. They elected me to the position in a democratic process and I accepted only because someone had to do it.  I didn't feel competent and the Bible didn't command me to take the job.
Jesus said to the church at Philadelphia, “thou hast a little strength, and hast kept my word, and hast not denied my name.” Small churches sometimes think there is little they can do for the Lord. They may not have wealthy or influential members, but if they have faith and are willing, God can do great things in and through them. 

Christ honors faith and humble obedience. Availability is more important than strengths and gifts. In Judges 6, God called Gideon, "Go in this thy might, and thou shalt save Israel from the hand of the Midianites: have not I sent thee?" Gideon replied, "Oh my Lord, wherewith shall I save Israel? behold, my family is poor in Manasseh, and I am the least in my father's house." Gideon felt incapable of what God called him to do, but he was available and obedient. 
What did Gideon do? He blew a trumpet! And when people responded, he sent most of them back home. 
King Saul was head and shoulders bigger than everyone else, but it was a shepherd boy named David who killed Goliath. 

In Philadelphia, it was the Jews who persecuted the Christians. In the middle ages, it was the Roman Church, that claimed to be Christian but persecuted those who were faithful to God's Word.  In the last days, I believe that a remnant of true believers will be slandered and persecuted by most other so-called Christian churches. The faithful will someday be vindicated. "Behold, I will make them of the synagogue of Satan, which say they are Jews, and are not, but do lie; behold, I will make them to come and worship before thy feet, and to know that I have loved thee."
"Because thou hast kept the word of my patience, I also will keep thee from the hour of temptation, which shall come upon all the world, to try them that dwell upon the earth. Behold, I come quickly: hold that fast which thou hast, that no man take thy crown."

I believe that this is in reference to the great tribulation. The Lord will rapture the true church before that terrible period comes.  That will exclude all those who claim to be Christians but are in reality, of the church of Satan. Philippians 2:9-11 pictures a day when every knee will bow and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord. Some do it willingly today. In the Judgment Day those who have no use for Christ or for Christians will see how wrong they were. No matter how much Christians may suffer for their faith, that suffering is nothing in comparison to the tribulations that will come over the evil world following the rapture.
"Him that overcometh will I make a pillar in the temple of my God, and he shall go no more out: and I will write upon him the name of my God, and the name of the city of my God, which is new Jerusalem, which cometh down out of heaven from my God: and I will write upon him my new name." 

You can’t read this passage without getting a sense that the early believers expected Christ to come at any moment. He even said, “I am coming soon.” I wonder how many of us believe that even though his return is closer than ever! 

Overcomers (5 x "my")
…will be pillars of God's temple;
…will never again depart from God's presence;
…will be labelled - the name of God, name of the city of God, and the new name of Christ (3 names).
John the Baptist was a forerunner of Christ at his first coming, and it appears that a very special church of the last days will precede his second coming. I personally believe that this church may be the house church that is already growing rapidly in many lands. House churches are small, personal and centered around the basics. 1) teaching of God's Word and 2) fellowship of believers (Philadelphia= brotherly love). It will be a  church of overcomers, as opposed to the apostate traditional churches which have formed coalitions with the world and compromised the faith.  God will place his stamp of approval on the last days church of the faithful for holding fast to the truth of God’s Word. This church will also display sincere love for others, especially fellow believers. But it will be hated by the world and traditional Christianity alike. Those who discover this "pearl of great price" may pay dearly, but they will be rewarded eternally!
Even today, the larger Christian denominations are least active in missions and evangelism. Roman Catholics and Orthodox Christians give the least, followed closely by those churches which belong to the World Council of Churches. Churches that belong to a denomination with more than a million members, give a little more, but far less than independent churches. Back in the seventies, a survey showed that 1% of all Christian churches provided 60% of all missions giving. The situation in "independent, fundamental, Bible-preaching and missions minded churches" is not very impressive. Most of the money goes for buildings, programs and salaries.  Very few churches even give a tithe for missions and evangelism. The house church, on the other hand, spends virtually nothing for these things and devotes nearly all its time, energy and money to spread the gospel of the kingdom. House churches are multiplying in China and in Muslim countries. Almost unnoticed, the house churches are taking over in major cities of the world, including here in America. There are hundreds of them in New York City, and many of these are reaching and training foreigners to form house churches in their home countries. Because of threats and persecution, it is difficult to establish exact numbers, but there may soon be more active Christians in house churches than in all traditional churches combined! 
The church of Philadelphia, God's "pearl of great price," stands in stark contrast to the church of Laodicea, which God vomits out!
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