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Matthew 24-30, 36-43 – “Weeds among the wheat”
You turn on your computer first thing in the morning and as you are trying to get your eyes to focus and your brain to operate, msn starts flipping 3 photos at a time at your bleary eyes, hoping to snare your attention before you get down to business. They’ve got mere seconds to draw you in, so either the picture or the words must be startling, even outrageous and one way to do that is to put two things together that do not seem to go together at all.  On Friday it was jalapeno ice cream that floated by…what? Wait! Hot peppers in cold ice cream? What’s up with that?
That “Wait! What’s up with that?” response that msn was trying to evoke from me, is not too different from the goal of the brief, stories that Jesus tells that seem to be part comparison or metaphor and part riddle, those stories we call “parables”. The word “parable” means to throw one thing alongside another, two things that don’t seem to go together and the purpose of a parable is to make you think, to make you puzzle, to make you see something in a different light.
For instance, in the story Jesus tells about a man who is robbed, beaten and left for dead by the side of the road. The surprise is that the first two people to come across this man are religious leaders, well educated in what God expects of God’s people, but instead of reaching out to help the injured man, they scurry by on the other side of the road.it is the third person who comes along who has compassion on injured man, bandages his wounds, gets him to an inn where he can recover and even pays for his lodging. But this man is not even regarded as Jewish by the first two passersby.  He comes from Samaria, a mixed race area with a diluted form of Judaism whose residents were much despised in Israel. What’s up with this? The man with the inadequate theology, is the one who shows God’s mercy to the injured man.  We know him as the Good Samaritan, but what we miss is the fact that for the people who first heard this story putting the word “good” with “Samaritan” was such a stretch that it was shocking.
It is this odd, unexpected element in a parable that makes us wonder about the story’s meaning, that makes us ask, “What is that all about…and what does it say to my life?” As we explore today’s parable we will find that there is more than one way of understanding it, more than one take on what it means.  The story comes to us in two chunks and we know (from material outside the NT) that this first section circulated among Christians for a while without the interpretation in the second section. So we will first consider the parable as it stands by itself.
…The kingdom of heaven may be compared to someone who sowed good seed in his field; 25 but while everybody was asleep, an enemy came and sowed weeds among the wheat, and then went away. 26 So when the plants came up and bore grain, then the weeds appeared as well. 27 And the slaves of the householder came and said to him, “Master, did you not sow good seed in your field? Where, then, did these weeds come from? 28 “He answered, “An enemy has done this.” The slaves said to him, “Then do you want us to go and gather them?” 29 But he replied, “No, for in gathering the weeds you would uproot the wheat along with them. 30 Let both of them grow together until the harvest and at harvest time I will tell the reapers, Collect the weeds first and bind them in bundles to be burned, but gather the wheat into my barn.’”
When Jesus says, “The kingdom of heaven” he’s not talking about pearly gates and golden streets.  He is talking about God’s kingdom, God’s future that in His coming is breaking in on the world right now, today. Jesus tells many parables about the kingdom, the regime change that God has begun and each one tells us a little more.  It is like finding one more piece to a puzzle with each comparison. Here the kingdom is compared to the very common event of planting a field.
The farmer plants his field with wheat, the wheat comes up and everything seems to be going just fine.  But as the heads of grain begin to form, the slaves notice that the kernels in some of the heads of grain are much darker than the others. Those darker heads are not wheat but a weed that grows throughout the Middle East. It looks just like wheat until this stage of growth. The householder’s slaves are very troubled at the appearance of the weeds: “We know you would only plant good seed. Where did all these weeds come from?” And the answer is very strange: “An enemy has done this.” Now as you may imagine, this must have been a very bitter enemy. It would be an awful lot of work to gather up weed seeds, perhaps store them over the winter and then, sneak around in the dark, spreading them over your neighbor’s field. But there were actually laws in parts of the Roman Empire against planting weeds in your neighbor’s field, and people don’t make laws against things that aren’t happening, so we know this was something that happened.
The slaves are ready to swing into action immediately. “Do you want us to go and pull out the weeds?”  But the farmer says something very odd. “No, for in gathering the weeds you would uproot the wheat along with them. Let them both grow together until the harvest and at harvest time I will tell the reapers, Collect the weeds first and bind them in bundles to be burned, but gather the wheat into my barn.”  (If the enemy was trying to trick the man into an angry response that would turn out to be destructive to his crop, his trap doesn’t work.)  But I imagine the farmer’s answer was very disappointing to his slaves and elicited a long groan.  There’s been an attack on the well-being of the farmer and his household and they want to do something about it, there is an insult they want to redress, a problem they want to solve. There is a certain logic to the farmer’s answer, but it seems so wrong to just stand back and let the weeds grow.
And now it is time to wonder, to let the parable tease you into thought: what is all this about? The appearance of the weeds is strange enough, but the master’s unwillingness to let the slaves yank out the weeds is even stranger, especially with a crew on hand that is anxious to get it done. The point of the parable seems to be located in the master’s concern for the wheat and his lack of anxiety about the weeds. Both the master and the slaves are concerned for the wheat but the master does not share the slaves’ anxiety about the weeds. In fact he sees a use for the weeds.  They will be bound into bundles and used as kindling.
“The kingdom of heaven” (God’s future) may be compared to someone who sowed good seed in his field..”  The point of comparison with the kingdom, the future that God has in mind, is the patience of the master.  The kingdom of heaven is already invading the world in the coming of Jesus and in the followers he is gathering, but exactly who is a committed follower and who is on the fence is not clear yet.  The story says, “Don’t be in a rush. It is better to take a chance on including some who are questionable than risk uprooting or excluding someone whole is wholehearted.
Notice, too, that though the slaves have been involved in the care of the field, the harvesting is not going to be done by the slaves, but by the reapers.  The implication is that the slaves don’t have the wisdom to accurately discern the difference between weeds and wheat. Ultimately, that call belongs to God, not to human beings. The parable encourages us to adopt the farmer’s patient attitude as we encounter people among the followers of Jesus whose commitment may be flimsy, whose dedication may be superficial. The story also assures us that whatever judgment needs to be exercised is God’s job not ours, and that God will take care of straightening things out in God’s own good time.
No one in Jesus’ time or in Matthew’s time was happy with the moral and ethical state of God’s people.  By Matthew’s day the Temple, where most of the major festivals were celebrated, and Jerusalem, the holy city, lay in ruins. Israel was an occupied country, under the rule of the pagan Roman Empire.  A number of groups within Israel attempted to address this spiritual decay. The Pharisees felt that the key to renewal was to challenge people to much more strict observance of the Jewish Law, centered in the Ten Commandments and to withdraw as much as possible from contact with the pagan Romans and anyone else whose observance was less strict than their own.  The very term, Pharisee, means the separated. The Essenes, the Dead Sea Scroll community, went even a step further. They felt that separation from the current state of the country was so important that they moved out into the desert and founded their own pure community.  Everyone was upset with the current state of things, but everyone had a somewhat different idea of who ought to be “weeded out”.
Our own anxious, polarized era has its own share of “purification” movements, some in religion but even more in politics, with just as much disagreement on whose point of view should be eliminated. The weakness of such movements is that they make it so easy to locate the source of moral and spiritual decay outside of ourselves. It becomes easy to believe that if we could just get rid of “them”, we would be so much closer to the world as God intends it.
In the second section of the text we find a very different interpretation of the parable. Here the key motif in the first interpretation, the patience of the farmer, completely disappears:
“The one who sows the good seed is the Son of Man; 38 the field is the world, and the good seed are the children of the kingdom; the weeds are the children of the evil one, and the enemy who sowed them is the devil; the harvest is the end of the age. 
Then, using the language and imagery of the book of Daniel,  the story paints a picture of the time when all evil, all of God’s enemies will be destroyed and those whose lives have steadfastly been directed toward God’s kingdom, God’s future will enjoy the world as God always intended it.  
On the one hand, this is assurance to those who are persecuted that the day of justice is coming, that God has the whole of history in his hands and that sin and evil will be defeated once and for all. This is a very important point for those who are suffering at the hands of an evil regime, simply because they are Christians. The people in Matthew’s congregation were experiencing some degree of this kind of suffering and we know that even today there are some places where Christians still cling to such assurance as they are persecuted and even killed.
But for those of us in less dire circumstances, this interpretation is also a warning. Notice that in this part of the story, Jesus is not speaking to the crowds but to the disciples after they go into the house. This is a word for insiders, an assurance that judgment will come in God’s good time, but also a warning to those who would start drawing lines prematurely and to those who would arrogantly presume that they, of course, are among the righteous.  One of the big surprises toward the end of Matthew’s gospel is the picture of the judgment where the Son of man separates the righteous from the unrighteous “as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats”. Both the righteous and the unrighteous are shocked to find out which category they fall in and both groups ask why? Jesus tells them it is all based on how they treated him when he was in need. Neither the unrighteous or the righteous can remember caring or failing to care for Jesus. “When did we see you hungry or thirsty or naked or sick or a stranger or in prison?” And Jesus says, “When you cared or failed to care for the most insignificant human being who needed help, you cared or failed to care for me.”   Amen
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