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Text: Matthew 13:24-30, 36-43 

Jesus has told a parable about a man who sowed good seed, only some of which landed in 

fertile ground. Now he tells one about both wheat and weeds that look the same, growing 

together in good soil. Let us prepare ourselves for the Word of God as it comes to us in the 

reading of Holy Scripture. 

24 [Jesus] put before them another parable: “The realm 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.’”  
36 Then [Jesus] left the crowds and went into the house. And his disciples 

approached him, saying, “Explain to us the parable of the weeds of the field.” 37 He 

answered, “The one who sows the good seed is the Human One; 38 the field is the world, 

and the good seed are the children of the realm; the weeds are the children of the evil one, 
39 and the enemy who sowed them is the devil; the harvest is the end of the age, and the 

reapers are angels. 40 Just as the weeds are collected and burned up with fire, so will it be 

at the end of the age. 41 The Human One will send his angels, and they will collect out of 

his realm all causes of sin and all evildoers, 42 and they will throw them into the furnace 

of fire, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. 43 Then the righteous will 

shine like the sun in the realm of their Abba God. Let anyone with ears listen!”  

1   

On some days, this could be really good news: there is no need to do any weeding. If you 

have even a small garden patch, it can seem a relief to be instructed to skip that particular task. 

Because it’s an interminable job. The plants you want take forever to sprout, and always a few 

fail — but the undesirable weeds go from nonexistent to fully grown overnight.  

So the gospel starts with bad news: the evil one has planted weeds.  

But then there’s good news: no need for weeding.  

More bad news: the real heat is coming, a furnace of fire, at the end of Jesus’ vision.  

But before the end, there will be more good news.  



J. Nelson, “Plucky and Unplucked” (23 July 2017)  page 2 

2    

The story appears to be about people: good and bad weeds, all intertwined. As Jesus says, 

children of God’s realm and children of the evil one: all mixed up together. Jesus’ words have a 

hard, even judgmental edge today. Remember, this is the same one who recently invited us to 

take his yoke upon us and learn, for he is gentle and humble of heart, and we will find rest for 

our souls (Mt 11:29). Now comes this harshness: the bad weeds will eventually be gathered 

together and burned.  

But not yet. The householder is not going to rip out the weeds yet.  

The slaves asked: shall we rip them out? But the householder said no. He appears to have 

had no worry that the weeds will choke the wheat. When God or God’s Son plants something, it 

does not get overtaken so easily.1 God’s work is here to stay. The seeds of righteousness, of 

justice, of joy, of intimacy, of wholeness, of hope — those seeds are here to stay. They might get 

obscured by the weeds of violence or racism. They might get hidden behind the weeds of cruelty 

or greed. They might get masked by the weeds of pride or thirst for vengeance. But all that sad 

and hideous work of the Evil One cannot stop the seeds of God’s loving purposes. God’s 

plantings are here to stay, not to get plucked up. As another preacher said: 

Jesus sowed his seed in our hearts, then off he went.... He knew things would not be 

ideal. There were the birds and the droughts, the weeds and the insects, the parasites and 

the blights. But there was also the power of the seed itself.2 

3   

The slaves asked: shall we rip out the weeds? The householder said no. The wheat is 

people and the weeds are people: there are those who are prepared to do the tough, tough work of 

cutting out the bad ones from the society. But God says, no. Don’t go there.  

There’s a story from Plum Village, the Buddhist meditation center founded by Thích 

Nhất Hạnh. I don’t know if it happened just like this, but it rings true. A man living there was 

difficult. He was bitterly  unpleasant; shirked his responsibilities; he disturbed the work of the 

community. It got so bad that other members went through a difficult discernment and at the end, 

kicked the man out of the village. When Thích Nhất Hạnh found out, he went after the man, 

found him, begged him to return, and brought him back. The others were incredulous. The 

teacher said, “This man teaches me what it means to live in community.”  

This is a lesson hard as steel: it isn’t our job, says Jesus, to pluck the bad out of society, 

as though that would purify us; as though there were no weediness in ourselves to reckon with. 

As though there were no goodness in the weedy ones, which reveals the Holy One.  

Yesterday the StillSpeaking Daily Devotional from the United Church of Christ came 

from Pastor Matt Fitzgerald, who wrote about visiting a convicted murderer who was awaiting 

execution.  

                                                 
1 For this insight, and for portions of this sermon, I am indebted to the Rev. Dr. Joanna Adams: “Why Can’t We Pull 

Up the Weeds?” Presbyterian Church (USA) speaker (18 Feb 06).  
2 Joseph G. Donders, teacher and chaplain at the University of Nairobi, Kenya 
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The killer sat on a gray plastic chair beneath fluorescent lights. [He] looked 

younger than his age. His skin was smooth. His face was framed by a pair of thick, heavy 

glasses. His hands and feet were chained together. His voice was gentle.   

The killer said "grace" over and over and over again. "Unmerited grace. Freely 

given grace. Undeserved grace." 

I flinched. That's when things got disturbing.  

"Listen, I'll never forget my crime. It is always deeply, deeply disturbing to me. 

But there has to come a point where you receive forgiveness and then forgive yourself —

not to justify your actions, but to let God be God." 

He kicked his legs and waved his hands. His shackles rattled as he spoke. "I'm 

not letting myself be restricted. I'm a person, and I'm a person who is loved and forgiven 

by God." 

Grace is easy to preach. But it can strike you like lightning strikes a tree. Christ 

burned my understanding of justice and decency to the ground. Sometimes their embers 

still rise up. But I know that if what I believe about God is true, that killer is beloved.  

I walked onto death row expecting monsters. Instead the most unnerving thing I 

encountered was the grace of God.3 

It isn’t our job, Jesus told us, to pluck the bad out of society. Our job is to let God be 

God. For us and for others. For wheaty people and weedy people. We aren’t all that different, 

after all.  

How many here have ever thought of another person as unproductive? Less than useful? 

Taking up resources that might better be used elsewhere? Have you ever thought of a person as a 

weed?  

I have — as recently as this morning, listening to the news. I have not let God be God.  

There are people in the world who are bound and determined to weed out anyone they 

believe to be an enemy of God. Often they do so out of deep devotion to their faith. Such ardent 

believers can be found among Christians, Muslims, Jews, Hindus. To some of them, we look like 

weeds. To some of us, they look like weeds.  

And God says, no weeding. I made a world big enough for all of you.  

The slaves asked: pluck the weeds? God said, no.  

God seems to say, instead: “Yes, there are weeds among you. So what? Bloom anyway!” 

God says: “There are weeds within you. Still: bloom anyway!” 

Let God be God. Bloom where you are planted, and while you’re at it rejoice in all 

blooming.  

4   

A while back an interesting article appeared in the food section of The New York Times 

Magazine. It was a feature on women farmers in the northeast. One of the farmers profiled, Nova 

Kim, moved to upstate New York in 1978 and “started a garden. Or perhaps more accurately, she 

                                                 
3 Matt Fitzgerald, “The Killer Said ‘Grace’,” StillSpeaking Daily Devotional, 22 July 2017.  
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started a plot of weeds. Determined not to waste what was growing, she began working with the 

plants that thrived naturally.”4 

Which echoes one last wonder of this gospel: it may just be that God restrained the slaves 

from plucking — because sometimes weeds don’t remain weeds.  

Jesus knew that. He knew the weediness of human sin. And the Jesus who still lives 

within us knows that some of us — many of us — have on occasion thought of ourselves as a 

weed. 

The good news of this gospel is that you and I have a reprieve. The harvest is not quite 

yet.  

The good news of this gospel is that the sower’s intention is to plant good things.  

The good news of this gospel is that the enemy is not the bad seed. Did you notice that? 

The bad seed is not the enemy; just the enemy who deliberately plants the bad seed.  

The good news of this gospel is that God tells every human being: weeding. That’s angel 

work, and it is not yet time.  

5   

And in case this is the first sermon you have heard, and in case it turns out to be the last, 

remember the good news of this gospel: the harvest is not yet. What’s going to happen between 

now and then?  

God’s going to happen. Look for it. There is wheat. God’s going to happen. Even weeds 

may be transformed. Even we may be transformed. God’s going to happen. God is happening. 

Let God be God.  

                                                 
4 Melissa Breyer, “Out of the Kitchen and Into the Field,” The Way We Eat, The New York Times Magazine 

(13 Jul 2008), 56.  


