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 I have been keeping in touch with my Doctor of Ministry program colleagues who 

are spread around the country.  This has been quite a winter for many of them.  In Seattle, 

it is already the snowiest winter in more than fifty years.  In Wisconsin, there is currently 

three feet on the ground.  And in Iowa, the public schools have only been open for seven 

days in 2019.  

But the good news for them, and for us, is that – despite how things might appear 

now – winter does not last forever. In a few short months, the trees will begin to bud, the 

frozen ground will thaw, and as far as the eye can see, there will be….dandelions: first 

the yellow blooms and later the miniature, white pom-poms.  Looking at my lawn, as 

well as the one surrounding the church, it can feel in May like there is nothing there but 

weeds.  Should we spray weed-killer, or painstakingly pull them out by their roots, or 

simply cut off the tops when we mow and wait for mid-summer when they won’t be 

flowering any more? 

  With today’s reading, we enter a new phase of Matthew’s gospel that is all about 

stories – stories about Jesus: his life and his ministry; as well as the stories that Jesus 

tells: his parables.  A parable, according to C. H. Dodd, is a metaphor or a simile drawn 

from either nature or common life; a story that, Dodd says, “arrests the hearer by its 

vividness or strangeness and leaves the mind in sufficient doubt about its precise 

application.”1  Some might say that if a parable of Jesus is too easily understood, it has 

likely been misunderstood. 

 

 Today, we encounter three parables of things common and natural: one about a 

field filled with both wheat and weeds; another about a tiny mustard seed that grows into 

a giant bush; and a third which is about yeast that leavens all the dough.  The first, and 

the lengthiest, which we heard as today’s first reading, is then explained to the disciples 

in the second.  This is the parable that will be our focus today. 

 

 In popular Jewish tradition, wheat typically represented Israel, while weeds 

represented the nations, or others.  For Jesus’ audience, then, the expectation would be 

for God’s judgment upon the Gentiles (the weeds) and redemption for Israel (the wheat). 

But, Jesus’ explanation turns the parable in a surprising direction in which the field is the 

entire world and the primary distinction is not between Jews and Gentiles, but evildoers 
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and the righteous: saints and sinners.  Surprisingly, the farmer instructs his servants to let 

the wheat and the weeds grow up together; waiting for harvest time to sort things out.2 

 

 While the servants might want to go through the field, plucking out the weeds, 

they are tasked with tending to the entire field; they are to fertilize and water the weeds 

right along with the wheat.  “Let both of them grow together” (v. 30), says the master; 

because if not, the wheat will be pulled up along with the weeds.  Better to wait until the 

reapers, the trained harvesters – who Jesus tells us later are angels – arrive to separate the 

good from the evil. 

 When we refer to this story as “The Parable of the Weeds among the Wheat” we 

focus our attention on those pesky and unwanted invaders.  Instead, maybe we should call 

this story “The Parable of the Servants Who Can’t Be Trusted to Pluck Weeds.”  For, if 

they are allowed to do what they want to do, the result will be more harm than good.  The 

farmer does not trust that they can successfully pluck out the weeds without also 

damaging the good plants. 

 In explaining the parable to his disciples, Jesus identifies the farmer and the field, 

the evil one and the angels, the wheat and the weeds, but not the servants.  Maybe, then, 

that is meant to be them; and, therefore, also us.  We are the ones called to tend the field, 

to water and to fertilize; but not to pluck up or throw out what we might judge to have 

been planted by the evil one.  The parable suggests that servants of Christ are meant to 

nurture life throughout the field in which we labor.  But, we are not called to decide 

which crops are good and which are bad; we shouldn’t try to grow some and cut out 

others.  Our task is to bring forth life everywhere and for everyone. 

 And yet, our lives today are filled with so many different obligations, 

opportunities, and demands that we must exercise discretion as we work our way through 

all the accompanying choices.  We will typically, therefore, choose to invest ourselves – 

our time and our resources – in those activities and commitments that make a difference: 

a positive impact in the world, and – as a result – on who we are. 

 The way of the world – the way we often believe we can make the most difference 

– is to fight back against the evil we see in the world; to confront the weeds by using 

whatever means possible: whether spray, sickle, or spade.  But God seems to want to 

keep the weeds until the proper harvest time comes.  While the ways of the world point to 

punishing and destroying, God seems to want us to do something different. 

 This is a parable about ambiguity. The farmer planted with good seeds, but now 

there are weeds growing among the wheat which puts the entire field at risk.  He also 
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knows that tearing out the weeds now risks ruining the maturing wheat as well.  And so, 

the farmer, as well as his servants, must wait; living with both the wheat and the weeds 

mixed together until the day of harvest comes. 

 How often do we face the same dilemmas?  If not with wheat and weeds (although 

I know there at least a few gardeners here who sympathize with this farmer), then with a 

multitude of other difficult choices: 

 Like between taking a better-paying job that requires more hours or spending more 

time with your family. 

 Like whether to continue supporting someone who consistently struggles at work 

and pulls everyone down or letting that employee go. 

 Like giving in to peer pressure because it hurts to be left out or choosing to stick to 

your values and risk isolation. 

 Like choosing between two treatment options; the more aggressive or the less 

invasive.3 

Our lives are littered with these and many other situations where there is no 

obvious or easy answer.  Maybe we don’t talk much about these things with others, not 

knowing what to say; or maybe we’re unsure how our faith in God relates to them.  And 

yet here, in this parable, Jesus seems to promise us that in the face of ambiguous, 

challenging situations, when we’re not sure what the right or wrong choice is, we can 

trust that God will sort things out. 

This doesn’t mean that everything will always turn out perfectly.  Sometimes, we 

don’t make good choices. Sometimes, no matter what we decide, things just go wrong.  

The promise here is not that our faith will prevent hardship or heartache; the promise is 

that despite our poor choices, God will love us without condition.  

It’s often hard to tell who is wheat and who is weed.  Most of us would even admit 

that sometimes we ourselves are good and sometimes bad; sometimes right and other 

times wrong, and usually we don’t know when we are one or the other.  Some of the 

things we do, or the decisions we make, appear to be good and holy but turn out to be 

more about me than about Christ; and yet we might remain unaware when we are doing 
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good and making a difference.  It can be hard to tell.  It’s especially hard to tell when 

things happen over which we have no control.4 

Each and every week, you and I are faced with challenging decisions, some small 

and others large, to which there is no clear answer.  Some decisions we’ll get right, others 

wrong, and still others we won’t know whether it was a good choice or bad for months or 

even years to come.  And yet, we still need to make them; not in order to judge others, to 

pull out the weeds from the midst of the wheat, but because we want to make a true 

difference; a positive impact on the world: to encourage a child to follow their dreams, to 

bring food to the table of someone who is hungry, or to assure the lonely that they will 

always have a friend. 

And, each week, no matter how we have fared, we can come back to church on 

Sunday to be reminded – through the confession and assurance of pardon, through the 

sharing of the Word and fellowship, through the mutual prayers of the people of God – 

reminded that God loves us no matter what good, bad or ambiguous choices we have 

made; and promises us that, in the end, God’s angels will do the sorting out; as God’s 

servants, we are only called to do what we’ve been entrusted to accomplish. 

Because if, with God, nothing is impossible, then what looks like a weed to us, if it 

is lovingly watered and fed, may just turn out – by the time of the harvest – to be wheat 

after all.  This, Jesus says, is what the kingdom of heaven is like: we need not judge; 

instead, as God’s servants, we can concentrate on the tasks we have been given: to make 

the best decisions that we can, given the ambiguity that surrounds us, to bring the whole 

field to harvest.  AMEN. 
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