Living with weeds

MATTHEW 13:24-30; 36-43 — 23 July 2023
Sermon videolink: https://youtu.be/tTaTqx1XwU4

I have been busy with some projects at home for a couple of months and finally completed them last week. Before I began the projects the garden was looking quite reasonable but now after a couple of months the weeds have almost taken over. Guess what I was doing on my day off last week? That’s correct, pulling out weeds, and hoeing out the weeds that wouldn’t pull out. It seems that I struggle to grow vegetables but weeds, well they are always doing well.
Today we hear Jesus telling a parable about a man sowing a wheat crop using only good wheat seeds, but weeds appeared among the wheat when the crop sprouted. How frustrating. To make matters worse, the man’s enemy sowed the weeds among the wheat. The crop had been sabotaged. 
As Jesus explains what the parable meant, we find out that, “The one who sowed the good seed is the Son of Man.  The field is the world, and the good seed stands for the people of the kingdom. The weeds are the people of the evil one,  and the enemy who sows them is the devil. (13:37-39).
God’s field has been infested with weeds and it doesn’t look pretty. In the local news every week there is domestic violence, rape, child abuse and other crimes. Around the globe, there is war, violence, ethnic, racial, and religious conflict, terrorism, corruption, economic inequality, and discrimination. It isn’t only in the news though. Most of us have experience with people in our own lives who have behaved badly. Maybe in business transactions, while shopping, driving on the roads, people we have worked with, people in organisations or sporting bodies we have been involved with.  Even people in our own families may have done terrible things to us or members of our family. It can even happen in the very place where love, compassion and forgiveness is spoken about every week. People who do bad things can even be found in the church and commit sin and do evil among God’s chosen people.
Wouldn’t it be good if we could get rid of everyone and everything that causes sin and all who do evil? In the parable, that is what the servants offered to do. They asked if they should go and pull up all the weeds. It makes sense, doesn’t it? Weeds don’t do a crop any good. They take up the nutrients in the soil, they may even choke out the good wheat. The people of the evil one can choke the life out of people and choke the faith out of people, especially when they do so in the church. How many people have left churches and even lost their faith because they were hurt by the hurtful, harmful, sinful actions of others in that church? If only we could get rid of bad people, at least in the church.

There is a problem though, with trying to get rid of bad people. The problem is working out who the people of the evil one are. In the parable the owner tells his workers not to pull up the weeds “‘because while you are pulling the weeds, you may uproot the wheat with them” (13:29). The weeds in the parable look a lot like wheat. How do you know which plants to pull out if you can’t tell the difference between the good plants and the weeds? How do you know which people to get rid of if you can’t tell the difference between the people of God’s kingdom and the people of the evil one?
We are faced with a very human limitation. Human beings cannot look into a person’s heart. They cannot see inside a person and know with certainty what is motivating them, the reasons for their actions, and whether their intentions are good or evil. If we look at ourselves, often we find it hard to work out our own motivation for doing things and only after a great deal of reflection do we begin to understand. 

Take the apostle Paul for example. We are introduced to Paul when as the pharisee Saul, those who were stoning Stephen to death laid their cloaks at Saul’s feet. Saul approved of the stoning and then proceeded to join in the persecution of the church, dragging people from their houses and putting men and women into prison for following Jesus. Was Saul a child of the evil one? Perhaps, but God had not yet finished with him. Saul met Jesus on the road to Damascus, was baptised and became a child of the kingdom, changed his name to Paul and became one of the greatest missionaries and theologians in the history of the church. 
Even the people of God’s kingdom, those who have faith in Christ and seek to live a life of service to Christ, can do bad things. The apostle Paul, as a child of the kingdom, talks about this in Romans chapter 7 when he says, “For I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out. 19 For I do not do the good I want to do, but the evil I do not want to do—this I keep on doing” (Romans 7:18-19). If someone witnessed Paul doing the evil he did not want to do, would they then judge him to be a child of the evil one and seek to throw him out of the church? Would they write him off and refuse to have anything to do with him?

Working out who is a child of the kingdom and who is a child of the evil one is not easy. Like the weeds and wheat in the parable, it is only at harvest time that you can tell the difference between the weeds and the wheat. Harvest time in the parable stands for the end of this age. That is when the weeds and wheat will be separated, but not by human beings. Angels will be the harvesters and the ones who sort out the weeds from the wheat.
It is not our job to get rid of people we consider to be causing sin and doing evil. Yes, we are to call out sin, to call attention to hurtful and harmful words and actions, selfishness, injustice, and all kinds of sin and evil. Yet while calling out and calling to account those who sin and do evil, we are not to write them off. Instead, we are to treat them with love, as God has treated us through Jesus Christ. Not a sentimental love that sugar-coats everything but a genuine Christ-like love that does not delight in evil but rejoices in the truth and seeks to protect others from evil. A love that is patient and kind and always hopes and is ready to forgive. After all, we know that people can change through the Holy Spirit, and God’s word and sacrament. People who are dead in their sins can be forgiven, restored, renewed, and made alive in Christ. 
This is not only good news for the weeds, those people who sin and cause evil, but also for us. Since we know that like the apostle Paul, we too may find ourselves doing the evil we don’t want to do. When we do, no matter how bad it is, Jesus is always waiting by God the Father’s side, ready to forgive, embrace and accept us and through the Word and Spirit, change our hearts.
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