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J esus’ parables make us nervous! They should! His parables of the
kingdom strikingly contrast how God actually works with how we

think God should work. They are all about what life in God's story
actually means, living according
to God's plan. They always
Question us. They always
challenge us. If they don't make
us nervous...we aren't listening.

Our parable today is called,
in the old King James, the
parable of “the Wheat and the
Tares.” More modern
translations call it perhaps more
accurately “the Weeds among
the Wheat.” We all are
undoubtedly familiar with this one, too familiar perhaps. This is an
excellent parable to see if we actually listen to what Jesus is saying in it,
or merely just assume we know what he says having overheard it so
many times.

W ith a cursory look, this parable of the weeds among the wheat
would seem to be a justification for purging what we deem to be
evil from the church and rooting out evil from the world ~ at a
minimum calling a spade a spade when it comes to the evil we
encounter ~ even more of potentially consigning whatever evil we
discover to the eternally burning destruction of hell ~ certainly of
separating ourselves from all we deem to emerge from the evil one.

Yet if we listen to what Jesus actually says, nothing could be further
from the truth. This is one of the few parables which Jesus actually
explains. So let's begin with the cardinal question:
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U Who represents God in the parable? The Master, the
householder as he is called here.

U Who is Jesus? The Son of Man who sows the seeds.
U Who is the enemy? That is clear too. Diabolos, the slanderer.

U Now who are we? Naturally, we place ourselves in the role of
the good wheat.

ow wait a minute! Why do we automatically assume we are the
good wheat?

A 19" Century book about Biblical truths tells of an Anglican
Bishop named Potter who was embarking on a trans-Atlantic
journey to Europe. When he came on board, he found to his
surprise that he was sharing a
cabin with another passenger.
The bishop was not pleased with
this arrangement, though he
politely took his leave and went
to seek out the ship’s purser. He
explained that judging from the
_« appearance of his roommate, that

he suspected the man’s trustworthiness. The purser accepted the
bishop’s valuables and in placing them in the safe noted: "I am
perfectly happy to store these for you, sir. Interestingly enough,
the other gentleman has just now stored his valuables for
precisely the same reason”™

We are all weeds in somebody's book. So we best be very careful
declaring someone else a weed. Just because we put someone on our
bad list does not mean that that person is necessarily on God's bad list.
The seediest among us may turn out to be wheat and the upright among
us might turn out be a weed.

C onsider for a moment you just might be a weed! How do we

know whether we aren’'t? We think we can distinguish one from
the other, but in actual fact it is not so easy to tell the good wheat from
the weeds. Just so Jesus says in this parable. There are deep layers of
meaning here buried in Jesus’ words.



The word used here in the original language only roughly translates
as ‘weeds.” This is no garden variety weed. The word actually is a
specific kind of noxious weed called darnel. Darnel is poisonous and
dangerous. To harvest it along with the good gram would contaminate
the whole harvest and render it toxic. \

In the early stages it is almost
impossible to distinguish from wheat ~
only when the full heads of grain mature
is darnel to be differentiated. Then it is
reasonably easy for the darnel to be
separated and burned.

S o it is with the good and the evil

in the church. If we try to uproot L DAY
evil now, we are much more likely to do damage than good We dont
have the Master’s knowledge of who is really the good grain and who
has the heart of darkness. The Master orders us to wait patiently for his
perfect justice to prevail at the end-time harvest.

Ironically one way the toxic darnel can be distinguished from the
good wheat is because the darnel stands up straight with black, feather
weight heads when it is mature ~ noticeably
_x- - different from the wheat’s heavier heads
~~ which bend the stems over. Thus, pardon
'~ Jesus’ pun, but the ‘seediest’ among us turn
. jﬁ& out to be wheat and the ‘upright’ among us
. turn out be weeds.
Now perhaps we can answer the
Questions:

U Now who are we in the parable? If
we are not necessarily the good seed, then who are we in
Jesus’ parable? We are the well-meaning but chastised ‘slaves’
who would if left to ourselves pull up and destroy evil right
now.

U Who is the wheat today? Who is a weed? Who is a righteous
child of the kingdom? Who is cursed? Some there are among
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us who will tell you they know for sure! But has anyone
among us actually been given authority to discern the good
from the evil? To answer our own question: no not one.

Parables go beyond

surprising. Parables are
shocking! We could be the
toxic weeds not the good seed.
How do we know?

You will be shocked by this!
Certainly as shocked as I was
when I read it: atheists know
more about the Christian
faith than Christians do. You
can say “impossible” and deny
it if you like. We can sit
around and muse that this couldn’t possibly be true, but facts are facts
= the average American Christian knows less about the faith than the
average atheist.”

| won't bore you with a lot of facts and figures. Nor am I going to
project a big chart on the screen. People who study these sorts of
things have circulated a 32 question survey of general factual knowledge
of faith. Questions like “Mother Teresa is from what Christian
denomination?” “What is the first book in the Bible?” “What are the
first four books of the New Testament called?”

Shockingly atheists and agnostics score the best and know the most
about faith in general. Jews and Mormons are next. Southern Bible-
belt evangelicals score the lowest! Sad but true!l! Mainline Protestants,
Catholics and ‘nothing-in-particular’s” are in the middle. While the
United States purports to be the most religious nation in the world,
most American Christians got less than 50% correct.” Sad but True!!

S o let’s ask what turns a person into an atheist? What turns people

away from Jesus’ community? What puts people off of God? None
of us are born atheists. It is a path chosen, thought about, decided
upon. But why?



A great Christian leader Karl Rahner has wrestled with this question
and truly speaks God's truth when he concludes:

“The number one cause of atheism is Christians.” [What?! He
goes on to explain:] “Those who proclaim God with their mouths
and deny Him with their lifestyles is what an unbelieving world
finds simply unbelievable.™

We who call ourselves ‘followers
of Jesus’ are the greatest cause of
persons becoming atheists? That
can't be! Tell me it isn't so.
However, we who aspire to be
children of God do represent Christ
in everything we do — for good or ill.
We don't take this seriously enough.
If what we bring to others is gracious,
healing and peace-filled that is a
good thing — God is working through us. We well represent Jesus in
the world. But when we are malicious and petty and mean-spirited,
especially when we are malicious and petty and mean-spirited in the
name of the Prince of Peace, this too reflects back on the Master —

badly.

N ot us! We would never do something like that, right? Think

again. We don't give a second thought to sharing a juicy bit of
gossip with a friend. You know who you are, and your names
include...Jay. Think back to who we said the enemy is. The evil one is
named, Diabolos. What did we say Diabolos means? The ‘slanderer’
we said, but we could have also said the ‘gossip spreader.” Juicy pieces
of gossip are slanderous at their core and one of the really sneaky tricks
evil uses to turn us from wheat into poisonous darnel.

The number one cause of conflict in the body of Christ, in God's
family, is: triangulation. Know what that is? A particularly insidious
form of gossip which is malicious and salacious to the core? Even if
you don't know what it is, we still are tempted to fall into this evil trap
all the time. It's something Jesus explicitly forbids in Matthew [8.



The one thing expressly forbidden in Matthew 18 is precisely what
we are most likely to do ~ triangulate ~ whinge and complain to third
persons ~ back-bite — take a conflict to non-interested others and try to
influence them to take sides. Triangulators’ watchwords are “people
say” and "I don't feel this way but I've heard...” They are prone to
panic, shouting “fire” in a crowded theatre and rationalizing that this is
the proper thing to do.

“Oh, that doesn’t happen here in our saintly little town!” Think

again.
T here I was minding my own business and | saw it — the face of

evil —right across the table from me at a nearby church. I would
be breaking the rule we have just derived from this parable — the rule
about not labeling evil — I would be breaking it except I am applying the
rule from this parable specifically to one who was doing her best to root
out what she considered evil and doing it in a self-serving, malicious
= and back-biting way — a woman who had
4 left the congregation but used an
i inappropriate occasion to spread toxic
2 conflict.
A She was talking behind backs and
(adg| slandering the names of good people —
| muttering blasphemies and stirring the
pot — destroying the peace and unity of
the church in supposed defense of its

2 purity — certainly ignoring Matthew 18 —

even more, refusing Jesus’ counsel from this parable of the weeds
among the wheat about leaving well enough alone, trying instead to
wound, to break, to purge, to destroy.

She showed no embarrassment about speaking this way in my
presence and no sympathy for the innocents who are being harmed
along the way. It was all I could do to stifle my own desire to engage
her with equal rancor and call her out for her unconscionable behaviors,
but thankfully I honored the teaching of Jesus and did not.

One of the strongest criticisms of Christians that really sticks is that
so many Christians are overly critical and judgmental. Not Christ
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himself, mind you, but those like this woman who proclaim Jesus with
their mouths yet deny him with their lives. This is indeed what an
unbelieving world finds simply unbelievable. Conflict like this provides
a too easy target for atheists and believers alike to turn away from
God’s family in disgust.

H ave you ever seen anything like that? If you haven’t you will.
It a natural human desire of us who are God's ‘slaves’ to want to
assassinate the evil we see, pull up the weeds right now. But is it fair?

Is it right? Is it what Jesus would do?
Is it what Jesus wants for his church?
Did the one who laid down his life for

the world attack evil head on in the
present age? Or did he say from the
cross, “Father forgive them for they
know not what they do?”

Forgive? Even enemies? Even evil
itself? Did Jesus really mean it when
he said “Love your enemies and pray
for those who persecute you.”

B ut our obsession is to judge.

We really, really want to figure out who are the weeds and root
them out — purge them from the world. We always assume that we are
the wheat. Why do we do that? We are all weeds in somebody’s book
~ perhaps in God’s book as well. We should be careful slinging about
those terms, ‘bad’ and ‘evil and ‘sin.” We are often mistaken. It is so
easy to mistake something we don't like, don’t understand and call it
evil. Better to be careful. Even better to seek and give forgiveness. Of
everyone....even the seeds of “the enemy” in our parable? Something
we may say, something we may do may turn those “seeds” of evil into
seeds of wheat.

It's all about our egos as Christians. Egos we were supposed to
have parked at the door when we entered God's family. Egos we were
supposed to submerge joyfully under Jesus’ sovereignty ~ the one who
laid down life for the world.



