
Growing Weeds 

Genesis 28:10-21 
Matthew 13:24-30, 36-43 

 

 One of the things about being a United Methodist pastor is that you move a lot.  And 
when you live in a parsonage you sometimes find yourself moving into a house that someone 
else just moved out of.  That leads to situations like a friend of mine faced when she moved into 
a parsonage to find that her predecessor had planted a garden.  Problem was, she had no idea 
what kind of garden it was.  She was told it was a mixed garden, some flowers, but mostly 
herbs.   

 Now my friend wasn’t much of a gardener, but she decided to give it a shot, so as the 
summer wore on she tried to figure out the difference between the plants that were intended to 
be there and the weed based on what her colleague had told her and the idea she had of what the 
garden was supposed to look like.  It didn’t go well.  In fact, but the end of the summer she 
mostly weeds.  In the process of trying to keep the garden cleaned up, she destroyed it.   

 Our gospel reading this morning is Jesus’ second parable about wheat and weeds.  In last 
week’s parable we heard about a farmer sowing seeds, some of which grew, and some of which 
didn’t.  We talked about our tendency to make that parable about judgement, of ourselves and 
others. We tend to focus on the seed: whether it sprouts, or on whether the plants grow or not, 
on how much fruit each seed produces. 

 I asked you to shift that focus and to think about who God was in the parable – the one 
who kept sowing seed – called us to do the same. 

 Now we have another parable, more wheat, and more weeds. The Kingdom of Heaven is 
like someone who planted good seeds in his field…. 

 At the outset we face the same temptation.  When we hear “The Kingdom of Heaven” – 
we are tempted to think “End Times”,  the end ultimate ending of history – judgement. 
Especially in this parable!  After all – there is a “harvest” – a time of reckoning – when the 
weeds are thrown into the fire and burned. 

 But remember – Jesus’s message throughout Matthew’s gospel isn’t that the kingdom of 
God is coming someday – he proclaimed that the kingdom of God was here.  Now.  Yes, it’s not 
complete yet – its purposes are not fulfilled – but it is most definitely already present.  That’s 
what Jesus taught, that’s what he told his disciples to proclaim – the Kingdom of God has 
arrived.   

  So I don’t think the burning weeds are the point of the parable.  I’m not sure the harvest 
at the end was really the point either – or at lease I’m not sure Matthew thought so. 

  Now I hope I don’t shock anyone by pointing out while this parable and the others we 
read last week and will read next week are Jesus’s stories, the order that they are placed in, the 
context, is Matthew’s work.  Matthew is a storyteller too. He has an agenda.  He is assembling 



Jesus’ teachings in a way that would allow people in his community to come to faith and sustain 
their faith in Jesus Christ. The other gospel writers Mark, Luke, and John did the same thing – 
they weren’t journalists, they weren’t historians – they were men of faith seeking to instill faith 
in others.   

 Matthew collected Jesus’ parables in two groups based on themes.  The later group that we 
will get to later in the year, were parables of Judgement.  The group that we’re reading now are 
parables of the Kingdom.  They are parables about life, and growth, the ways that Jesus wanted 
people to experience the kingdom in their lives 

 The thing was, as far as we can tell, life and growth weren’t going that well for Matthew’s 
community.  They were a small group of misfits – social outcasts.  There was a lot of resistance 
to their teaching – persecution, pushback.  Sure, some people were believing and faithful – but a 
lot of their efforts seemed to be going to waste – sort of like the seed that was falling on bad soil 
in last week’s parable. 

 What made it worse is that the problems weren’t just in the outside world – there were 
problems inside the church itself : problematic people – arguments – disagreements about 
doctrine, codes of behavior.  I think we have this illusion that the early church always lived 
together in peace and harmony, but if you read Paul’s letters you know that is simply not true.  
Disagreement and division are not new – the church was starting to divide from the very 
beginning. 

 It must have been disappointing – maybe even shocking - to some who had experienced the 
power of the Holy Spirit so recently and so powerfully.  The church was full of pretty imperfect 
people.  It turned out that having the same faith didn’t make them all think the same way.  It 
didn’t even protect them from sin – or the presence of sinners. 

 So they had a dilemma: What do we do?  Do we put up with this, or do we kick them out?   

 It’s like the master’s servants: “Should we pull these weeds that someone sowed among your 
good seed?  If we can figure out which ones are the weeds – can’t we just pull them out?   

 There are a couple of problems with that, of course. 

 First problem, can you always tell which ones are the weeds? 

 Consider Jacob our reading about Jacob from Genesis this morning.  Jacob is a pretty weedy 
looking character.  Its right in his name, actually, which comes from a Hebrew root that can have 
multiple meanings.  On the good side it can mean "to follow, to be behind," but it can also "to 
supplant, circumvent, assail, overreach, grasp".  My favorite meaning though is the simplest – 
and also the one that the story in Genesis points to: it comes from the word for "heel". Jacob 
emerged from the womb grasping at his brother’s heel, and he’s pretty much been a heel ever 
since.   

 He talked his hungry brother into trading his birthright for a bowl of stew.  Then he 
collaborated with his mother to trick his blind, dying, father into giving him his older brother’s 
blessing as well.  He’s got more chicanery ahead – he’s going to find a way to get a huge share 



of his uncle’s flocks. Yes, he’s going to get tricked himself, end up married to not just the 
beautiful girl of his dreams but also her less desirable older sister but he’s going to spend most of 
his life being a heel.  He’s pretty weedy.   

 Yet, God give him a vision of heaven.  God promises that he will be the ancestor of a great 
people.  But Jacob even then Jacob doesn’t seem all that convinced.  Sure, he sets up a stone at 
the site, but even after this vision he’s still pretty sketchy about it.  IF God gives me what I need, 
then the Lord will be my God.  But his life will bear fruit – even though there is little in his story 
to suggest that he ever really has much sense of reverence for who God is during most of it.     

 Back to Jesus’ parable.   

 You may have heard before that there is a particular kind of weed that is associated with this 
story.  It’s darnel, a weed that often grew up alongside wheat.  Darnel does look something like 
wheat at various stages of its life-cycle, but you can tell the difference.   

 The real problem with darnel is beneath the surface.  It has a wider mat of roots that wheat.  
It sends those roots out to intertwine with the roots of the plants around it.  Pull the Darnel, you 
end up pulling some of the wheat along with it. 

 Of course, the truth is that’s usually what happens in the world when we try to eliminate evil 
–on every level. 

 We see it on the news all that time:  Every rebellion – no matter how carefully planned and 
how much it might be warranted, causes damage to everyone, not just the people who are being 
rebelled against.  Every prisoner who goes to jail for a crime leaves a family behind who one 
way or another serve their punishment with them. Every war ever fought, no matter how just, has 
innocent victims.  It even happens in churches. When we fight, we often find that no matter who 
wins, there are some who drift away, lost.  It’s so common we even have a phrase for it.  We call 
it “collateral damage” – the inadvertent damage that gets done as we try to pursue some greater 
good. 

 So the Master’s response to his servants may seem understated, but if you think about it, it is 
pretty revolutionary. “Let them grow together,” he says. Its not your business, or even my 
business, to go around pulling weeds. Let them grow together. This is a gentle but firm rebuke to 
the servants who want to go around naming what represents a weed and what doesn’t, a rebuke 
to those who try to tell the Master what to destroy and when. 

 Imagine how different our world — even our churches would be — if every time we saw 
something that we didn’t think belonged, every time we perceived a weed among the wheat, we 
took the Master’s attitude rather than the servant’s. 

 What is we said, “We may not always get along – we may disagree about things and feel we 
don’t belong together, but let’s try to grow together.”  Let those who don’t fit into each other’s 
neat fields of categories grow together. Let those that don’t even like each other grow together. 
Let the wheat and the weeds grow together. 



 Let them grow together because – for one thing  - the line between the weed and the wheat is 
much, much blurrier than we’d like to think. If it exists at all. Sometime its just the crossing of a 
border that turns a plant into a weed to many, sometimes it is that simple cultivation — love — 
transforms a weed in our eyes into a valued plant. 

 After all, even the dandelion – the scourge of yards across the North American continent, 
was once viewed as a valuable plant.  That is why the colonists brough it here.  It was cultivated 
in gardens, brewed into teas and poltices. I’ve been told that you can still find it adorning plates 
in some restaurants as a salad green. 

 Now I suspect some of you might be thinking – yes, that sounds good, but you know how 
weeds are – you let them get established and they’ll take over! 

 Let me tell you another story: My family moved a lot growing up.  One move took us to a 
new house with a lawn full of weeds.  My parents spent all kinds of time working on that yard,  
pulling them, digging up the roots. They poured all manner of chemicals on them to kill them.   

 Then my grandfather, the old farmer, came out to visit us. Dad was complaining to him about 
the lawn, and all the trouble that they were having.  He looked it over and said – “If you want to 
grow your grass, focus on growing your grass.  Don't focus all your energy on getting rid of the 
weeds. Focus on growing the grass, and the healthy grass will take care of the weeds.” 

 Dad took his advice and my parents did all they could to grow grass. They bought seed, 
applied fertilizer, watered regularly, stopped cutting the lawn so short.  They never completely 
got rid of the weeds, but after a couple of years, the lawn looked pretty good.  It worked because 
they decided to concentrate on the positive - on growth - instead of pouring time, energy and 
resources into killing off weeds. 

 Sometimes I wonder if the church today hasn’t gotten too fixated on “issues”, on whose sin is 
worse, who belongs in the church and who doesn’t.  I wonder if we spend too much time looking 
outside our walls at how  much of the world around us isn’t responding to our message and 
coming to our services and participating in our programs.  I wonder if we spend too much time 
wringing our hands about the way non-Christian, non-religious people growing in numbers in 
numbers in our society. 

 We’ve tried to fix them, of course.  We have done a lot of thinking about programs and 
marketing - how to plant gardens that will be more to our liking if you will. We’ve tried to make 
them safe and comfortable  – tried to find the right people - the right ages shapes and sizes – the 
kind of people we’ve always thought of as good church members. 

  I sometimes wonder what would happen if we spent more time worrying more about making 
our church a place of life and growth for whoever God places in our lives in our lives instead. 

 Forgotten that our main job is grow people – to make disciples – not just church members.  
We’ve forgotten that church membership is not an end in itself, that what we do while we are in 
church is less important the way our worship and prayer shapes us to follow Christ in the rest of 
our lives.  Our “field” is the whole Kingdom of God, just the patch within our walls. 



 I think we’ve come to think of church as a greenhouse: a safe and comfortable place to grow 
just what we want. When we look at the world around us we have a tendency to do so with eyes 
of judgment.  In a parable like this the eventual burning of the weeds becomes for us a metaphor 
for the fires of hell and judgment. The introduction of flames in the last few sentences colors the 
entire parable. 

 But the focus of the parable is not the judgment. The focus is the harvest. Think about the 
difference: Harvest is about feeding people. Its about sustenance. It is about bounty and 
abundance. We sometimes get so fixated on ideas about “the Rapture” or the final judgment that 
the theological idea of a harvest becomes something to be feared, the separating of those who 
belong and those who don’t. 

 But if you know anything about traditional farming communities, that’s not what a harvest is 
about. Harvest isn’t a time of separation.  Harvest brings people together. Harvests are hard-
work, to be sure, but they are to be celebrated, not feared. By the time the harvest arrives, no one 
is concerned with the weeds anymore: they are focuses on, thrilled by, the bounty and abundance 
springing from the land. If they are concerned about anything it is putting up food for the lean 
months that may lie ahead. But mostly they are excited about a season’s work bringing forth 
fruit.  

 Do we expect a harvest?  Do we expect to see God at work, lives changed? Do we trust God 
enough to attend to our work, working for growth and life for the world around us, and allow 
God to deal with the weeds in God’s own good time?   

 Because that’s what the church is called to do – to live in the world – not sealed off in a 
greenhouse, but among the weeds, learning how to survive in the presence of their negative 
impact and energy. Learning how to grow, and in the process making it easier for others to grow 
and bear fruit in their own lives. 

 Pulling the weeds is not the church's business. Growing wheat, bearing fruit, growing souls is 
the task of each Christian and each church. May it be so among us in this place.      

  AMEN. 

 


