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Matthew 13:24-30, 36-43





Pentecost 9 ~ July 17, 2005 

Wheat or Weeds?


The text for today is our Gospel lesson, Matthew 13:24-30, 36-43, which has already been read.

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!

A man and his wife had just moved from an apartment in a large city to a new home out in the country.  It was springtime, and he was eager to get outdoors and work in the large flower garden the former owners had made back of the house.  But everything was pushing up at once—tulips, thistles, blades of grass, hyacinths, weeds, and dandelions!  And then there were those curious, fuzzy leaves that were coming up all over the garden.

Obviously the garden had to be weeded.  But there was a hitch—which ones were the weeds?  The obvious ones were no problem.  But what about those with the fuzzy leaves?  So he asked his neighbor.  “Oh, they’re weeds!” the neighbor answered.  Then the man asked his wife.  “Oh, they’re some kind of flower, I think,” she said.

But the man thought, “There are just too many of them.  Besides, they’re ugly—they’re probably just weeds!”  So he pulled and pulled and started to clean out the garden and all the fuzzy leaves.  Unfortunately, as anyone who’s ever weeded a garden by hand knows, no matter how careful he was he still ended up pulling a few of the plants that he wanted to save.  

Just before he was finished a sudden rain shower came up.  He got really busy with other things and ended up leaving one little patch of fuzzy leaves on the end—where the most beautiful, tall, brilliant yellow daisies bloomed in late summer.  You have to be careful when you’re pulling weeds.  And as Jesus points out in our text, you have to be careful how you react to weed-like behavior.

As a disciple of Jesus, I must confess that there are times when I get frustrated and discouraged by evil in the world.  And since that evil is often carried on by people, I get very frustrated with certain individuals, governments, religious organizations, groups, or gangs.  Like the terrorists who turned themselves into bombs in London, or the Lutheran Church of Sweden that insists that its pastors perform “same-sex marriages” or judges who overrule the will of the majority who expressed their wish to hold on to some traditional moral values at the ballot box.  The list could go on and on. 
There are even times when I get frustrated at people in our church who profess faith in Christ, who claim to be heirs of His kingdom, but who do some very weed-like things.  Maybe you feel that way too.  And, like the disciple in the Garden of Gethsemane who drew his sword (Matthew 26:51), we may want to take matters into our own hands.  We may want to lash out.


Can you relate?  Is that the way you feel?  If so, you’re in the right place!  Jesus’ parable of the wheat and the weeds is intended for our hearing, so listen up!  Not only does Christ intend that hearing His parable will ease our frustration, but much more, He also intends that His Word would yield kingdom heirs, more heirs of the kingdom than if He simply stamped out all evil right now.


Last week, in the parable of the sower, we saw that God’s Word is the seed that works in people’s hearts, bringing them to faith in Christ.  But one of the obstacles to a growing, vibrant faith is weedy soil.  Jesus explained that the cares of this world and greed for wealth choke off the good plants.

The parable of the wheat and the weeds is a history of the world from when God created it to the Day that Christ will return to judge the living and the dead.  God plants good seed that becomes the good plants, heirs of His kingdom (vv 24, 37-38a).  Unfortunately, the enemy of God, the devil, has also been at work in the world sowing weeds (vv 25-28a, 38b-39a).  Having failed in his attempted coup of heaven, Satan has launched a counterattack.  Not able to touch God Himself, Satan lashes out at the Lord’s highest creation—man.  Not able to defeat Christ—the Seed of the Woman, Satan seeks to defile Christ’s bride—the Church.  

But remember, though the devil is powerful and dangerous to us, his power is limited.  The devil can’t create but can only destroy.  Deception and intimidation are the main weapons in his arsenal.  His twisted sense of joy comes not from watching his weeds grow but from watching the wheat die or become weeds themselves.  So he has sown his bad seed—sin—into the world.  

Sin is lawlessness, rebellion against God.  And just like the weeds that plagued those who work the soil ever since the fall of our first parents, sin has infested this world.  The whole creation is in bondage and groans inwardly as it awaits redemption because of that first seed of sin that was sown.  We are born in bondage to sin, death, and the devil because that seed was sown.  

Just look around and it’s easy to see.  Obvious examples include idolatry, terrorism, genocide, murder, abortion, rape, homosexuality, pornography, child abuse, adultery, drug and alcohol abuse, greed, slander, gossip, and backbiting.  I’m sure we could go on for hours decrying all the evil that is out there in the world and how things really need to change.  We might even leave here feeling pretty good about ourselves, about how in tune we are spiritually, how much we care, and how we are so much farther along in our own personal growth.  

But that would only be a distraction from the real reason why we are here.  We are not here to change society; we are here to be changed ourselves by God’s Law and Gospel.  We are here to learn about the weeds that have been sown into our own lives and how to deal gently, lovingly, and patiently with the weeds that have been sown in and among others. 

Like the sins I’ve already mentioned, some weeds are very obvious.  But the weeds referred to in this parable are most likely darnel, lolium temulentum, which has grasslike foliage and spikes resembling that of wheat and barley.  In fact, darnel looks so much like good grain that it’s hard to distinguish it until the time the heads develop.  By then it’s much too late to take care of the weeds without harming the intended crop itself, even with modern herbicides.  


God works through His Word and Sacraments to plant good wheat in His kingdom of grace (the church), but the devil is still hard at work even there planting weeds.  And it’s hard to tell them apart!  Hypocrites continue to exist within the church, and because only God can see into a person’s heart, they may go undetected by the saints and even rise to positions of responsibility and oversight.  (Take for example, Judas Iscariot.)  

And, because Christians are at the same time sinner and saint, they sometimes do weed-like things out of weakness, too.  No wonder people sometimes blame God or the church with the actions of individual people or associate an outward structure or form of polity as the Church instead of recognizing the marks of the Church as God’s Word and Sacraments.


But Jesus’ parable helps us understand why things are the way they are.  Things are the way they are because this present age is a period of grace (vv 28b-30a).  The wheat and the weeds are intermingled in the world.  To pull one may pull out the other.  That’s why we are to be careful with others in the world, and must especially be careful with how we deal with one another as brothers and sisters in Christ.  In our efforts to root out what we think to be the weeds, we could end up damaging a lot of wheat.  We could end up damaging or tearing out someone else’s faith or we could cause damage to the Church at large.


As the servants of the Lord and as the wheat, we are called to look in faith to the Sower.  He came to fulfill all righteousness and be the perfect sacrifice for our sins on the cross.  Through His Word and Sacraments, Christ is active in making us wheat and heirs of His kingdom of glory.  In Baptism, we are clothed in His righteousness, and our sins are forgiven.   In His Body and Blood we receive forgiveness and are strengthened until life everlasting.  

As both servants and wheat, we are called to be patient, confident the harvest will come.  We are not to take matters into our own hands.  Church history provides many examples of this terrible mistake: the Crusades, inquisitions, and the wars of the late-Reformation period, to name a few.  Each of these caused a whole lot of unnecessary damage to the Church and its individual members.


This does not mean that the church should ignore false doctrine or openly impenitent sinners.  According to Matthew 18:15-19 we are to seek reconciliation with a brother who has sinned against us, but must finally cast them out if they persistently refuse to listen to the church.  When a professing Christian is publicly living in sin we are to call them to account and hand them over to Satan, praying they will recognize the error of their ways (1 Corinthians 5:1-5).  Yet, with respect to sins of weakness on the part of fellow believers, “love covers over a multitude of sins” (1 Peter 4:8).  Love is patient, kind, selfless, and keeps no record of wrongs (1 Corinthians 13).


God is using this time of grace to work in our lives.  What is more, God is using this time to work in other people’s lives.  Each of us has a lot of weed-like behavior that still has to be removed.  And there may be some here today who are really weeds instead of wheat and whom God is calling to repent and believe.  God fully intends that these will, in His good time, become true, bountiful wheat, new heirs of the kingdom.  God doesn’t want any of these heirs to be pulled up and lost!  

Knowing this, helps us patiently expect the way things will be.  The harvest is coming (vv 30b, 39b).  Our loving Savior will dispatch His angels on the Last Day to gather the harvest.  We are called to trust that He, not we, will do the sorting.  Those who have not believed in Christ Jesus, who have really been sons of the devil, will face the torments of hell (vv 40-42).  

But Jesus doesn’t want that to happen to anyone.  That’s why He closes this parable: “He who has ears, let him hear.”  Our loving Savior doesn’t want this parable to go in one ear and out the other.  So He calls us trust that faith in Jesus Christ will distinguish us from the sons of the devil.  He calls us to trust that through Christ, we will “shine forth like the sun in the kingdom of [our] Father” (v 43a.)  So we pray that the Lord will give us ears to hear with joy and faith!  

As we do, we should examine our lives and consider the implications as we live in the midst of a wicked world, seeking to give a consistent Christian witness while at the same time not being choked by the weeds.  Each of us can ask ourselves: “What kind of plant am I as I wait for the harvest that will be?   Am I an heir of the kingdom or a child of the devil?  How will I fare at the final harvest?  Do I trust that God’s holy Christian church is a reality in this world, even when I can’t see it beyond the marks of the Word being sown, even though it sometimes seems hidden?  Am I patient to wait for God’s good time of harvest, so that none of His intended wheat will be pulled up with the weed, so that daily more and more of those declared righteous may be added to the kingdom?”


He who is the Sower and the Lord of the harvest calls you to trust that He will save you and bring you to the heavenly kingdom of His Father.  So, as you are confronted with the evidence of evil all around you, don’t lose heart.  Our Lord calls you patiently to trust Him as He patiently reaches out to others.  

He has begun a good work in you.  He is faithful and will bring it to completion on the day of the harvest.  For you are forgiven of all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.  

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen.

