Sermon on the Mount #25

“The Problem with Pearls and Pigs”

Matthew 7:6

When I was growing up, one of my favorite board games was a detective game called Clue.  The object of the game is to solve a murder mystery, and that is done by obtaining clues (hence the name).  The player who correctly identified who did it, where it was done, and what weapon was used won the game.

I’m not suggesting that we play games with God’s Word this morning, but our text from the Sermon on the Mount is a mystery to many.  Turn with me to Matthew 7:6, “Give not that which is holy unto the dogs, neither cast ye your pearls before swine, lest they trample them under their feet, and turn again and rend you.”
What does this mean?  So much of Jesus’ teachings up to now have been very clear—painfully clear at times.  But what is He talking about here?  Much like the game of Clue, we need to answer three questions about this passage: What are the pigs (and dogs)?  What are the pearls?  What is the problem of mixing the two?

The Identity of the Pearls

The first matter, then, is the identity of the pearls.  When Jesus spoke of pearls (and this is not the only instance He did), He is referring to the same gem we know as pearls today.  One Bible dictionary explains, 

The pearl oyster is found in the Persian Gulf and the Red Sea. Its shell is the “mother of pearl,” which is of great value for ornamental purposes. Each shell contains eight or ten pearls of various sizes.

While the term “pearl” carries the same connotation today as it did then, one major difference is their availability.  Modern technology allows us to harvest many more pearls than the ancient world could ever hope to have.  In the biblical times, pearls were quite rare—making them all the more valuable.  Back then, pearls were the costliest of gems, and wealthy people purchased them as investments. The Talmud speaks of pearls as being “beyond price.” The Egyptians actually worshiped them.

When the Bible refers to pearls, it is always in the context of something very beautiful and valuable.  Thus “﻿the price of wisdom is above pearls﻿” (﻿Job 28:18﻿, rsv﻿).  Jesus taught that “﻿the kingdom of heaven is like a merchant looking for fine pearls. When he found one of great value, he went away and sold everything he had and bought it﻿” (﻿Matt 13:45–46﻿).  John describes the New Jerusalem in ﻿Rev 21:21 as having “twelve gates” which “were twelve pearls, each gate made of a single pearl.”  (Yes, this is where the term “pearly gates” comes from!)

So how are we to interpret “pearls” in our text today?  It is best to find a link with the “pearl of great value” in the parable mentioned before, which refers to the kingdom of God or salvation, and by extension to the Gospel.
  Therefore, the identity of the pearls in this verse is the Gospel of Christ.

The Identity of the Pigs

Second, what is the identity of the pigs?  Under the Mosaic Law dogs and pigs were unclean animals that could not be consumed by the Israelites.  Because pork was commonly consumed by their pagan neighbors (whereas dog meat was not), Israel came to regard pigs as the most unclean of animals.

Those who ate pork, then, were considered among the worst of people by the Israelites.  This is reflected in Isaiah 65:4, where the wicked are described as those “who eat the flesh of pigs,” and in Isaiah 66:17, where the same are identified as “those who eat the flesh of pigs and rats and other abominable things.”  To call someone a “pig” in that culture—and Jews often called Gentiles “pigs”—was one of the worst things one could say about their character.


When Jesus used the term “dogs,” he was not speaking of “the well-behaved lapdogs of an elegant home but the wild pariah dogs, vagabonds and mongrels, which scavenged in the city’s rubbish dumps.”
  These were not pets but predators, much like coyotes in our area.  An older commentary speaks of Jesus’ targets here as “savage or snarling haters of truth and righteousness.”


Not only were wild dogs and pigs considered dangerous by the ancient world, they were considered disgusting as well.  Packs of wild dogs could be found at the city dump, scavenging through the trash or eating some dead animal.  Pigs were notorious for living in filth and slime.  Peter brings both of these images together in 2 Peter 2:22, referring to those who return to their life of wickedness,  “Of them the proverbs are true: ‘A dog returns to its vomit,’ and, ‘A sow that is washed goes back to her wallowing in the mud.’” 


With this background, what is Jesus talking about when He speaks of pigs and dogs in Matthew 7:6?


Certainly some of the Jewish listeners—even some of Jesus’ disciples—may have immediately thought of Gentiles.  However, this exclusive attitude is inconsistent with the rest of Scripture.  While Jesus came as a Jew and initially presented His message to the Jews, His intention was not to bring salvation to the Jews only, but to bring salvation through the Jews to all people.


Some of the early church fathers thought this reference was to the Lord’s Supper, and argued from it that unbelieving, unbaptized people should not be admitted to Communion. But it is extremely doubtful whether Jesus had this question in mind at all.  If we understand the “pearls” to mean the Gospel, we cannot conclude that the pigs and dogs refer to all unbelievers, for that would negate the evangelistic emphasis of the whole Bible.


Rather, we should understand that the “dogs” and “pigs” are unbelievers who repeatedly hear Jesus’ teaching, yet persist in rejecting and attacking it.
  Hebrews 10:26-31 warns against this persistent refusal to respond to the Gospel,

If we deliberately keep on sinning after we have received the knowledge of the truth, no sacrifice for sins is left, but only a fearful expectation of judgment and of raging fire that will consume the enemies of God. Anyone who rejected the law of Moses died without mercy on the testimony of two or three witnesses. How much more severely do you think a man deserves to be punished who has trampled the Son of God under foot, who has treated as an unholy thing the blood of the covenant that sanctified him, and who has insulted the Spirit of grace? For we know him who said, “It is mine to avenge; I will repay,” and again, “The Lord will judge his people.” It is a dreadful thing to fall into the hands of the living God.

Notice the phrase in verse 29, “who has trampled the Son of God under foot,” similar to the reaction of the pigs to the pearls in our text this morning.  Elsewhere in Scripture people are referred to as having a “hardened heart” from consistent rejection of God’s prompting.  This is the identity of the pigs (and dogs).

The Identity of the Problem

If the pearls represent the Gospel and the pigs symbolize those who consistently reject the Gospel, what is the identity of the problem?  Wild dogs and wild hogs were both known to attack, and Jesus warns against these people turning on us. But what does that mean with regard to those who reject the Gospel?

Two verses from the Old Testament book of Proverbs speaks to this subject.  Solomon writes in Proverbs 9:8, “Do not rebuke a mocker or he will hate you; rebuke a wise man and he will love you.” Later, we read in Proverbs 23:9, “Do not speak to a fool, for he will scorn the wisdom of your words.”  The “mocker” and the “fool” treat both the message and the messenger with contempt.  You know the type: The one who can’t wait for the token Christian to come along so he can make a snide comment about him or his faith.  Usually he does so with an audience around, applauding and egging him on.

We are not obliged to set up ourselves and the Gospel for such ridicule and abuse.  Instead, as Amos 5:13 states, “Therefore the prudent man keeps quiet in such times, for the times are evil.”  There are times when it is better to say nothing at all.  

This principle is why Jesus Himself did not do miracles for unbelievers.  Matthew 13:58 records, “And he did not do many miracles there because of their lack of faith.”  This is done in respect for what is holy, not merely out of contempt for dogs and swine.

At the end of Jesus’ earthly life this became even more evident.  John MacArthur writes,

Jesus refused to utter even so much as a word. In all the various hearings and examinations He was subjected to, He was astonishingly quiet (cf. Matthew 27:14)—always refusing to rail at His accusers or say anything in self-defense (1 Peter 2:23). But only before Herod did He remain in utter and complete silence. In the first place, Herod had no legitimate jurisdiction in Jerusalem. If Herod intended to impose any sentence in this case, Jesus would first have to be taken back to Galilee and put on trial there. So Jesus had no legal obligation to answer him anyway. But there may have been another reason Jesus kept silent. Herod’s treatment of Jesus’ forerunner, John the Baptist, made clear where he stood regarding the truth of Christ. For Jesus to answer him would have been like giving what is holy to the dogs, or casting pearls before swine. Herod was already poised to turn and tear Christ in pieces. Silence was the only appropriate response under such circumstances.

Jesus taught His disciples to practice this same principle as well.  As He sent them out in pairs we read in Matthew 10:11-15,

And into whatever city or village you enter, inquire who is worthy in it; and abide there until you go away. And as you enter the house, give it your greeting. And if the house is worthy, let your greeting of peace come upon it; but if it is not worthy, let your greeting of peace return to you. And whoever does not receive you, nor heed your words, as you go out of that house or that city, shake off the dust of your feet. Truly I say to you, it will be more tolerable for the land of Sodom and Gomorrah in the day of judgment, than for that city. 
Before you dismiss this as just hypothetical teaching that would never take place in real life, consider two instances in the ministry of the apostle Paul.  The first is recorded in Acts 13:33-38

And the next Sabbath nearly the whole city assembled to hear the word of God. But when the Jews saw the crowds, they were filled with jealousy, and began contradicting the things spoken by Paul, and were blaspheming. And Paul and Barnabas spoke out boldly and said, “It was necessary that the word of God should be spoken to you first; since you repudiate it, and judge yourselves unworthy of eternal life, behold, we are turning to the Gentiles. For thus the Lord has commanded us, “I have placed you as a light of the Gentiles, that you should bring salvation to the end of the earth.” And when the Gentiles heard this, they began rejoicing and glori​fying the word of the Lord; and as many as had been appointed to eternal life believed.

In his second missionary journal, Paul ran into a similar situation.  Luke writes in Acts 18:5-6,

But when Silas and Timothy came down from Macedonia, Paul began devoting himself completely to the word, solemnly testifying to the Jews that Jesus was the Christ. And when they resisted and blasphemed, he shook out his garments and said to them, “Your blood be upon your own heads! I am clean. From now on I shall go to the Gentiles.” 

This is what Jesus was talking about in Matthew 7:6 regarding the problem of pearls and pigs.  While we are called to love all people and to share the Gospel with everyone, we must realize that not everyone will accept it (or us).  At some point we need to stop beating our heads against the wall and offering up the Gospel of Christ to ridicule and rejection.  As Swindoll puts it, “We are never to give up hope, but we are wise to move on.”
  We should still pray for them (perhaps the emphasis of Jesus in verses 7-11), and we are always to practice our faith (verse 12), but we are not to push the truth.

To put this in practical terms, let me conclude with three thoughts.

First, don’t coerce the listener.  Very few people respond to badgering, nagging, or pushing.  
In such cases, to keep pounding away is counterproductive. Simply gather up your precious pearls and move on. The soil of some souls is too hard for planting…which reminds me of an old Southern expression I was raised with: “You can’t get sap out of a hoe handle.” There comes a time when it is purposeless to persist.

We may, by coercing the listener, needlessly turn the person off who may later respond.  MacArthur suggests,

There may be times when you are presenting truth to your counselees and you discern that they are resistant to it. At that point it is prudent to back off from that particular line of instruction rather than beating them over the head with it or ending up in fruitless debate (cf. Titus 3:9–10). If you discuss another issue with them for a while, perhaps God will open their hearts in the previous area and you can return to it later in that session or in another.

Remember, we may be planting a seed that someone else may water—but it is God who ultimately makes the Gospel take root.  

Secondly, don’t cheapen the Gospel.  The life-changing message of Jesus Christ’s death and resur​rection is a treasure beyond price. While it is ours to claim and to share, we cheapen it by pressing the issue beyond sensible bounds.
  Dietrich Bonhoeffer warns, 

Our easy trafficking with the word of cheap grace simply bores the world to disgust, so that in the end it turns against those who try to force on it what it does not want.
 


When we face resistance to the Gospel, our reaction might be to lessen the demands, to try to “sweeten the deal” so that the person might find it more acceptable.  This is what Bonhoeffer spoke of as “cheap grace,” which he defines as “the deadly enemy of our church.”  He goes on to explain,

Cheap grace is the preaching of forgiveness without requiring repentance, baptism without church discipline, communion without confession.  Cheap grace is grace without discipleship, grace without the cross, grace without Jesus Christ, living and incarnate.

When the gospel of Christ is diluted in this way, the church of Christ becomes weak from all of the spiritual dead weight it carries, and the world despises Christianity because it sees the emptiness of such a message.  One older commentary has a heading for Matthew 7:6, “Prostitution of Holy Things.”
 That may sound harsh, but I believe it is accurate.

Finally, don’t concentrate on results or numbers.  This may be the underlying reason why we may be tempted to do the first two things.  Kent Hughes relates his own experience in his book, Liberating Ministry from the Success Syndrome,
…I had bought into the idea that success meant increased numbers.  To me success in the ministry meant growth in attendance.  Ultimate success meant a big, growing church. 

…When success in the ministry becomes the same as success in the world, the servant of God evaluates his success like a businessman or an athlete or a politician.

…I realized that I had been subtly seduced by the secular thinking that places a number on everything. Instead of evaluating myself and the ministry from God’s point of view, I was using the world standard of quantitative analysis.


Unfortunately, this is the experience of many ministers and congregations today.  The whole “church growth” industry revolves around this kind of thinking, and it often stoops to compromises that cheapen to Gospel in one way or another just to get numeric results.


As usual, the counsel of Jesus on this subject is simple: Don’t.  Don’t coerce people to become Christianity.  Don’t cheapen the Gospel to make it more acceptable.  Don’t cast pearls before pigs.


And if you haven’t responded to the Gospel yet, don’t resist to the point that you become a “pig” in Jesus’ words.  Many foolishly think, “I don’t have to do that right now.  I’ve got plenty of time to get my life right with God later.”  May I remind you of God’s words in Genesis 6:3, “My Spirit will not contend with man forever, for he is mortal.”  At some point God says, “Enough is enough!”  Don’t let that happen to you.
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