
In Matthew 13:47-50, Jesus compares the Kingdom of Heaven to a dragnet cast into the sea, 
catching "fish of every kind." When the net is full, it is pulled to shore where fishermen sit down 
to keep the good fish and throw the bad away. Jesus explicitly explains the core meaning: at the 
"end of the age," angels will separate the wicked from the righteous. 
While the surface meaning is a clear warning about the Final Judgment, theologians throughout 
history have mined this text for deeper insights into the nature of the Church, evangelism, and 
eschatology (end-times theology). 
Here is how historical theologians have interpreted the hidden architecture of the parable. 

Decoding the Symbols 
For centuries, biblical scholars have largely agreed on the metaphorical mapping of the 
parable's elements: 

●​ The Sea: Represents the world, with all its chaotic depth and darkness. 
●​ The Dragnet (sagēnē): Represents the Gospel message or the visible Church. Unlike a 

small, targeted casting net, a dragnet was a massive, weighted net (sometimes 100 
meters long) that swept up absolutely everything in its path indiscriminately. 

●​ The Shore: The end of the age, where a limit is finally set upon the sea of the world. 
●​ The Sorters: The angels. It is highly significant that the Sorrters are angels, not the 

human fishermen (who represent pastors, evangelists, or apostles). 

The Early Church: The "Mixed Body" 
In the early centuries of Christianity, this parable was central to defining what the Church 
actually was. 

●​ John Chrysostom (c. 347–407): Chrysostom viewed the net as the preaching of the 
Apostles (the "fishers of men"), which gathers all humanity without distinction. 
Interestingly, when addressing the "furnace of fire" mentioned in verse 50, Chrysostom 
argued against a strictly literal reading of physical fire. He taught that the true torment of 
the "bad fish" is the unbearable spiritual tribulation of being permanently alienated and 
abandoned by God. 

●​ Jerome (c. 342–420): Jerome famously interpreted the physical netting itself as being 
woven together by the Old and New Testaments, cast into the bitter whirlpools of the 
world to pull people to safety. 

●​ Augustine (354–430): Augustine leaned heavily on this parable during the Donatist 
controversy. The Donatists were a strict sect who believed the Church must be completely 
pure, composed only of proven saints. Augustine used the Dragnet to argue that the 
visible Church is a corpus permixtum (a mixed body). Because the net drags in both good 
and bad fish, human leaders should not attempt to prematurely establish a perfectly holy 
community. Weaving out the "bad fish" is God's job at the end of time, not ours today. 

The Reformation: Grace and Self-Examination 
During the Reformation, theologians like John Calvin (1509–1564) focused on the tension 
between the Kingdom's current inclusivity and its future judgment. 
For Calvin and his contemporaries, the parable illustrates the universal call of grace. The 
Gospel does not selectively target the "worthy"; it sweeps the whole sea. However, this creates 



a sobering reality: just because someone is caught in the net (sitting in a church pew, professing 
faith) does not mean they are actually transformed. The Reformers used this text to urge 
intense self-examination, warning congregations not to rely on their mere association with the 
Church for salvation. 

Modern Nuance: Radical Inclusivity 
Modern theologians often highlight the specific Greek words Matthew used to enrich the 
parable's meaning. 

●​ The Welcoming Net: The Greek word for "gather" used in verse 47 (sunago) shares the 
same root as the word for "welcome". Modern scholars emphasize that God’s net is 
radically generous. It intentionally sweeps up the beautiful, the broken, the clean, and the 
unclean. 

●​ The Resurrection: When the net is "drawn up" to the shore, the Greek word used is 
anabibazo, meaning "to cause to go up or ascend". Some scholars view this lifting of the 
net out of the water as a subtle foreshadowing of the final resurrection, where all of 
humanity is pulled out of the world and brought before God. 

Ultimately, the historical consensus is that the Parable of the Dragnet serves a dual purpose: it 
comforts believers with the knowledge that God's grace reaches everyone, while delivering a 
stark warning that mere proximity to the Kingdom is not a substitute for a transformed heart. 
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