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The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all. Amen.


The text for our sermon today is taken from our Gospel reading for today, Matthew 13:24-30, 36-43
He told them another parable: “The kingdom of heaven is like a man who sowed good seed in his field.    However, while people were sleeping, his enemy came and sowed weeds among the wheat and went away.    When the wheat came up and formed grains, then the weeds also showed up.    The owner’s slaves came to him and asked him, ‘Master, did you not sow good seed in your field? Where have the weeds come from?’
   He told them, ‘An enemy has done this.’

The slaves asked him, ‘Do you want us to go and pull them out?’

   He said, ‘No. If you pull out the weeds, you may pull up the wheat with them.    Let both grow together until the harvest! When the grain is cut, I shall tell the reapers, “Gather the weeds first, and tie them in bundles to be burned, but bring the wheat into my barn!”’” …

   When Jesus had dismissed the crowds, He went into the house. His disciples came to Him and said, “Explain the parable of the weeds in the field to us!”    He answered, “The one who sows the good seed is the Son of Man.    The field is the world. The good seeds are the sons of the kingdom. The weeds are the sons of the Evil One.    The enemy who sowed them is the Devil. The harvest is the end of the age, and the reapers are the angels.    Therefore, as the weeds are gathered and burnt with fire, it will be like that at the end of the age.    The Son of Man will send His angels, they will gather out of His kingdom all the things that cause sin and the people who continue to do evil,    and they will throw them into the fiery furnace. There people will weep and grind their teeth.    Then the righteous will shine forth like the sun in the kingdom of their Father. Let the one who has ears listen!


Lord God, heavenly Father, sanctify us through Your truth, Your Word is truth. Amen.

Dear friends in Christ,

For thousands of years Christians have been asking, “Where did evil come from? If, as the Scriptures assert, that God is good and gracious and loving; then how do we explain all the evil in the world? How do explain hate, and crime, in fact, human suffering in all its forms? If God has been in charge the whole time, and He’s all-powerful, and knows everything, then how did things get so messed up? And perhaps more important to our immediate situation, since we’re already in this awful mess, why does God let it go on? Why not stop it now? Right now, today, this moment: why doesn’t God eliminate sin and all its consequences so that we can all live happily ever after? If God is truly all powerful and He loves us so much, why doesn’t He just do that?”
To find the answer we need to go straight to the Scriptures because that’s where we get God’s own explanation on a subject. And if we do that, we find that Jesus answers the question of why God allows evil to continue in the parable of the wheat and the weeds, which is the Gospel reading we heard this morning. Surprisingly enough, what Jesus says there is that it’s precisely because God loves us that He permits evil to continue to flourish. The slaves saw the weeds growing among the wheat and inquired of their master: “Do you want us to go and pull them out?” “No,” says the Master, “If you pull out the weeds, you may pull up the wheat with them.” It’s for the sake of the wheat that the weeds are not pulled up and destroyed immediately. So, from where and how did evil come?
You can see from the parable before us today that God Himself did not cause evil. Listen to part of it again: …a man sowed good seed in his field. However, while people were sleeping, his enemy came and sowed weeds among the wheat and went away. When the wheat came up and formed grains, then the weeds also showed up. The owner’s slaves came to him and asked him, ‘Master, did you not sow good seed in your field? Where have the weeds come from?’ He told them, ‘An enemy has done this.’

We know from the account of creation in Genesis that all God created was good. Now, it might be argued, “Yes, but didn’t God also make the enemy?” And the answer is no, not really: Satan wasn’t created as an enemy. He defied God and chose that path for himself. And he enticed our first parents to follow him on that path. They could have chosen not to. But too often, this whole problem is explained merely in terms of free will, or free agency. It’s explained as a failure to pass the test of obedience. Now, it’s true that free will is a factor, but it’s not the main one. The main issue here is love.

You see, God loves people. That’s why He created them. That’s why He created everything in the whole universe – simply to give it all to the people He made because He loves them. And God’s love is different than anything you or I have ever experienced coming from within our own sinful hearts. God’s love is totally directed outward. It focuses completely on the object of its devotion. It never thinks of self. It is totally serving, self-giving, and self-sacrificing. It asks only, “What can I do that is good for you?” and then does it, without thinking about the cost or inconvenience. And an important feature of love is that it is voluntary. It has to come from within the heart of the one who loves. If it were coerced or forced in any way to love someone, it wouldn’t be love – it would be slavery.

Now, God had given humankind the ability to love as He does, and He had also given our first parents the option to choose not to love. That’s what the tree of the knowledge of good and evil was all about. Adam and Eve were on the receiving end of everything God had created. Everything was for them. That’s how God showed them His love. But because they needed a way to show their love in return, He had to give them something that they could give back to Him. The trouble is that God has no needs; there was nothing they could do for Him.  So God gave them the tree that they were not supposed to eat from. By leaving it alone they could say “As good as that fruit looks, as tempting as it is, I will leave it alone and deprive myself of it to show my love for God.” Depriving themselves of the tree’s fruit gave expression to their love. But by choosing to eat it, as our first parents did, they chose not to love like God does. They chose instead Satan’s kind of love: and that means choosing to love ‘me’ above everyone else – especially God. Satan used his freedom to choose to try to put himself above God. Satan’s love is nothing more than self-love. It’s the absolute opposite of godly love – and another name for it is “evil.” Really, that’s all evil is: not loving like God does and instead, loving the self. And once humans started doing it, there was no going back: after the seeds of the weeds were sown into the field, there was no way to go back and pick them all up again. So the wheat and the weeds have been growing together ever since. 

Let’s now go back to the question, “Why doesn’t God put an end to all the evil in the world right now?” That would seem to make sense. The answer is given as Jesus explains in the parable that there are two kinds of plants growing in the owner’s field. There is the wheat that God planted. They are the children of God’s kingdom – the faithful in Christ who have received His Word and believe it; and there are also the weeds that were planted by Satan. They are the unfaithful whose works are wicked and harmful. 
Now, we think, wouldn’t it be better for the faithful (the wheat) if we could do away with all those others who live without the fear or love of God? Think about it: surely crime rates would drop and our communities would be much safer. We wouldn’t have to worry about people getting kidnapped or mugged or robbed. You could leave your house and car unlocked. On the spiritual side, you wouldn’t have to worry about people getting caught up into pagan religions and strange cults because all the false teachers would be gone. Christians would not be persecuted. And there wouldn’t be so many temptations around. Television would have nothing on it but good, wholesome shows and the newspapers would be filled with stories of hope and joy. Don’t misunderstand me, the faithful aren’t perfect in this life; but wouldn’t things be so much better if we could just do away with all the toxic weeds of Satan, or at least, the very worst of them?

Well, Jesus answers that question with an emphatic “No!” And to help us understand His answer, you have to know that the weeds that Jesus mentions growing among the wheat is related to wheat and looks just like it when it sprouts and as it grows. Not until the heads of both form is anyone able to distinguish a difference. By using this specific illustration, Jesus is saying that you can’t tell by looking who is a weed and who is wheat. You don’t know who among the unbelievers may come to faith tomorrow – or which of their descendants might come into the family of God. Likewise, you don’t know who currently counted among the faithful is really a hypocrite and has no faith at all. So, where – or rather, with whom would you begin to get rid of the weeds?

It’s a sad part of the history of our faith that from time to time well meaning but misguided people have set out to do the weeding. Crusades and wars have been fought against infidels, accused heretics have been tortured and burned, and people have been shunned, robbed, and ridiculed all (amazingly) in the name of Christ. How it must grieve our Lord who commanded us to pray for our enemies and do good to them! The Lord doesn’t capture hearts and souls with violence and force; He does it with His Word and with His love expressed through His faithful people. That’s our job. And in His own good time He will execute judgment on His enemies. That’s His job.
But if that’s true, why doesn’t God Himself root up the weeds right now? Sure, we can’t do it: we can’t tell the difference – but surely He knows who is, and who is not, and who will become His children. Why doesn’t He just get rid of the rest of them? That would still be better for the rest of us, wouldn’t it?

You might think so, but we should note that in the parable, it’s after the heads of the plants form that the servants ask the master if he wants them to pull up the weeds. The weeds have been growing along with the wheat, but no one could tell the difference between the two plants until they had come out in head. It’s then that the difference appears. But think also about what’s growing under the soil. In the soil, the roots of both would be all mixed up and grown together. If you tried to pull the weeds, most of the wheat would come up with it – and then you’d be stuck with a lot of wheat that you couldn’t use because it hadn’t yet ripened. For the wheat to mature properly you have to wait, and to do that you have to let the weeds grow too.

And that’s the key to understanding the parable. For God’s people to mature properly in their faith, for them to produce their full potential of the fruits of faith, the weeds have to grow too. In a sense, we need them. You see, in Christ, God loves people who hate Him. That’s what the Gospel of Jesus Christ is all about. It’s about God loving us so much that He gave His only Son to die for us, even while we hated Him. It’s about Christ rising to give us a new life free from the evil of self-love – so that we can love like God loves once again. For us to learn that kind of love, we need people who hate us. Part of our growing in the faith is our interaction with them: how we continue to trust in God despite all the hazards caused by the evil in the world and all that we suffer, how we show Christian love and kindness even to the wicked, and how we continue to witness to the truth of the Gospel even in the face of persecution. And as we do, who knows which of them will hear the message and see God’s love through us and in the end; turn out to be one of us? Our living in a sin filled world full of suffering and sadness provides the resistance we need to struggle against in order to mature properly, so that when the end of the age comes, God will find us ready for harvest.

The reason that we who are faithful must struggle to grow is that we are sinners ourselves. Beneath the surface, our roots are completely tangled up in sin. Our thoughts are wicked, our motives are selfish... we don’t love like God does. But we are growing and maturing. Every time we come into God’s presence, be it through His Word or in the Sacraments, there is a sort of miniature harvest that takes place. It’s the end of an age, as it were: maybe of a day, of a week, or whatever. When God comes to us, it’s judgment day; not for everyone, but for us as individuals.

In each of us there is both the good seed planted by God and also the weeds of Satan. And when God comes to us in our personal devotions or in public worship, we are able to see the weeds clearly. We are very much aware of our sin. And He tells us to bind them up and throw them into the fire – that’s exactly what we do when we confess them. Because of Christ’s suffering for us, He can take those weeds away leaving nothing but the good that the Spirit worked through us by the Word. And then, planted again with the good seed we’ve just heard, we go back into the world to keep growing; to keep showing God’s love in a hostile world.

So it goes: seasons of planting, harvest, and separating out the weeds as we continue to grow and bear the fruit in which God delights. It is through this process that God is transforming us to the image of His Son, so that when the end of the final age comes, we will be counted among the righteous that will shine like the sun – or rather like the Son of God – in the kingdom of our Father. May He then give us the grace to concentrate on separating out the weeds within, and to see the weeds without as opportunities to grow in His love, from now until He comes to bring His harvest home. Amen.


The peace of God which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen. 
PRAYER FOR THE FIFTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST


Almighty God, eternal Lord and Creator of all things, You are our light and our salvation; You are all we ever need.  We, Your children, come before You in prayer, and ask You to place Your hands on us in blessing.


Bless us with sincere faith in Your Son Jesus Christ.  Grant that we may believe in Him with all our hearts, trust in Him alone for salvation, and have the assurance of everlasting life through Him.  Renew us through our baptism day by day, as we live in hope and wait for our complete salvation in the new creation.


Keep us in Your fatherly care in this world, which has been ruined by sin.  Guard us in all times of danger, and protect us in every peril.  Keep us safe, by Your grace, that we may never lose our faith because of our sins and frailty.  Grant that we may keep growing in faith and spiritual understanding.  When death approaches, make us strong by Your sure promises, and finally give us the joy of Your eternal presence, complete redemption of our bodies, and resurrection to life eternal.


Fill Your Church with Your grace and power, O Lord, so that the light of Your truth may shine throughout the world.  May all people know Your will and rejoice in Your salvation.  Equip our pastors to be Christlike in mercy and love, and true leaders of Your people.  Give us true joy as we serve You and one another, living in newness of life.


Hold Your hand of blessing over our land.  Preserve us from war, earthquake, destructive storms, famine, disease, violence, tyranny, persecution, treachery, and rebellion.  Guide those in government, business, education, and entertainment, so that they may live in the knowledge that You are Lord, and no other god may share Your glory.


Be gracious to all our homes and families.  Enable children to grow in body, mind, and spirit, enjoying favour with God and man.  By Your Spirit equip all parents with Christian faith and insight, and the constant desire to obey Your will.


Be merciful on all who suffer sickness, sorrow, the weakness of age, the weariness of hard work, separation from loved ones, uncertainty about the future, broken relationships, or any other burden.  Give them Your rich peace.  Show Yourself to be a God always ready to help, and give faith, trust, courage, and hope to all in need.


We pray for these things to You, heavenly Father, in the name of Jesus Christ, who, together with You and the Holy Spirit, is the one God, to be praised for ever and ever.  Amen.
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