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April 26, 2009

“The Parables of the Weeds, a Seed, and Leaven”

Matthew 13:24-43

FCF:  Distortion > disappointment > discouragement > disillusionment
PROPOSITION:  (magnet) The coming of the Kingdom is more real than we think.
(anchor) And we need to take hold of that and take it seriously.
SCRIPTURE INTRODUCTION:

In recent years, we have come to expect reports of a self-proclaimed prophet announcing the end of the world.  He attracts a large following.  And ends up wrong.  One of the more famous cases took place in the northeastern United States in the mid-19th century.  William Miller was a square-jawed, honest, church-going farmer who believed an Old Testament reference to “the cleansing of the sanctuary” meant the purging of the earth by fire, the end of the world.  Using his dating method, he determined the end would fall in 1843.  Reluctant at first, he began to share his theory with others.  Speaking tours, charts, and publications followed.  Excitement built.  Thousands began to believe.  The time frame was shifted.  New dates were forecast.  And they came.  And they went.  It was “the great disappointment.”  Miller’s followers were completely disillusioned.  Many became bitter towards him and he died a discredited, almost forgotten man.
We’re in danger of doing much the same regarding Jesus’ announcement of the coming of the Kingdom of God – distorting His words, encountering disappointment, facing discouragement, succumbing to disillusionment.  So let’s go back to what He says.
SCRIPTURE READING:  Matthew 13:24-43
PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION

SERMON INTRODUCTION:

Why do we press on the way we do, even counter to how things really are?  Because of how we see things.  Case in point, the “stragglers” or “holdouts” of WWII – Japanese soldiers on Pacific islands who refused to surrender.  In most cases, they were killed or captured by search parties.  But as their numbers dwindled, they proved more elusive – some hanging on decades after the Japanese surrender in 1945.  The most famous examples being Shoichi Yokoi and Hiroo Onada.  Yokoi was discovered in 1972, fishing along a riverbank in Guam.  He was wearing a shirt he’d made from tree bark and pants made of burlap.  He admitted he knew the war was over but was too humiliated to return home.  Onada, on the other hand, was unaware or unwilling to accept Japan’s surrender.  He assumed the leaflets dropped into the Filipino jungle were tricks.  Finally, in 1974, a Japanese student sought him out and convinced him to come out of hiding.  Why did they press on, counter to how things really were?  It was reality as they saw it.
They needed a reality check.  Which is just what Jesus is giving in these parables, countering expectations and setting us straight on the coming of the Kingdom.  Last week, we looked at the “Parable of the Sower.”  How can it be the Kingdom is here with so little response?  The kingdom comes not like an army, but like a sower scattering seed.  So wait.  Be patient.  A harvest is coming.  We also talked about how the Kingdom is like a multi-faceted gem.  Each of the parables is a turning of that gem, giving us a glimpse into another facet of the Kingdom.  Which takes us to these next three stories, three stories that make this simple point.  The coming of the Kingdom is more real than we think.  It’s more real than we think.  So we need to take hold of that and take it seriously.
I. THE MIXED PRESENCE

For instance, we ask, “Why does evil persist?”  The first story addresses that very question, showing us that, for now, the Kingdom of God is one of a mixed presence.
A) Background

(READ Matthew 13:24-30) A little background on some of the details here.
1. The enemy’s sowing

An enemy’s sowing would have been familiar to Jesus’ hearers – a primitive form of bioterrorism where a rival or an enemy tries to destroy your crop.  Wheat was a critical commodity.  This weed, likely a poisonous kind of ryegrass known as “darnel,” looked like wheat in the early stages and was distinguished from it only when the ear appeared.

2. The gardener’s patience

Which meant the gardener had to be patient with such weeds among his wheat.  It was tangled at the roots.  He had to wait until the harvest so they could be separated properly.

B) Significance

The point?  (READ Matthew 13:36-43) The issue at hand was the expectation that the coming of the Kingdom meant the end of the age, the disrupting of human society by the destruction of the unrighteous.  Jesus then tells this story that pushes that expectation.
1. The field

Now, what is the field?  Some have said it’s the church.  Unbelievers are said to be scattered in her midst like weeds.  The implication being that church discipline may be valuable but you’ll never root them out completely.  The problem with this view is that Jesus clearly says in v.38 that the field is the world.  The Kingdom and the church are not same thing.  The Kingdom is broader.  The church is significant but she is not the whole.  
2. The weeds

The field is the world.  What are the weeds?  Jesus says they are “the sons of the evil one,” the wicked, the unrepentant, the rebellious, all whom will eventually be separated out, judged and destroyed.  This being a warning to the complacent and presumptuous.

3. The good seed

The good seed is then “the children of the kingdom,” those made righteous by God’s grace, all of whom will be gathered together, rewarded and brought into His presence.

What Jesus is saying is that, for now, society continues on with a mixture of good and bad before the coming of the Son of Man and the glorious manifestation of the Kingdom.  The Kingdom has come but society is not yet uprooted.  Not yet.  And so He urges patience and alerts us to expect hostility from those who would reject His message.
Application:

Let me put it this way.  We might wish the Kingdom would come fully right now.  But the reality is that there is still evil in the world.  The weeds and wheat grow together.  Evil unrepentant people are alive and flourishing.  God permits the righteous and the wicked to coexist together in the world, sometimes superficially indistinguishable from one another, until the end of the age.  What are the implications of this?  Believers, your growth and maturing takes place while growing up alongside unbelievers.  That may make you uncomfortable.  So be it.  For now, this is how the Kingdom has come.  
The answer then is not to prematurely try and forcibly “remove the weeds.”  And we’ve seen such attempts in our history.  Think of certain aspects of the Crusades.  Or even in recent years with the strident insistence on making this a “Christian nation.”  The answer is not to think we can remove the weeds.  Nor is it to “remove the wheat.”  Ours is not to withdraw from society, from the political process, or relationships.  Ours is to engage, recognizing that it is only at the end that the weeds will be rooted out.  

II. THE SEEMING INSIGNIFICANCE

Why does evil persist?  Part of the answer is the mixed presence of the kingdom.  Moving on.  “Why does the kingdom seem so insignificant?” (READ Matthew 13:31-32)

A) Background

1. The size of the seed

Again, let’s start with some background.  The point Jesus is making with the mustard seed is to make a comparison between small beginnings and later endings.  The mustard seed is not literally the smallest of all seeds known to man.  But it was the smallest commonly known and used at the time.  Remember, Jesus’ point is not a botany lesson.

2. Its surprising growth

And this little seed, smaller than a sesame seed, can grow to be a bush so large that it’s often thought of as a tree – 8 to 12 feet in height with branches stretching out from there.
B) Significance

The point?  The issue at hand was how the Kingdom of God could be present in such an insignificant movement.  Think about it.  George Ladd put it this way (READ quote), “Rejected by religious leaders, welcomed by tax collectors and sinners, Jesus looked more like a deluded dreamer that the bearer of the Kingdom of God.”  
1. Small beginnings

Jesus and His disciples constituted a movement of seemingly small beginnings.
2. Dramatic growth

But those small beginnings exploded forth with dramatic growth.  There’s an allusion to this in the Old Testament imagery of these birds resting in the branches – likely meaning that this message would spread beyond the confines of Israel out to the nations.
Jesus’ answer to our concern is this:  first the tiny seed, later the larger tree.  The Kingdom starts off small but it will be astonishing how large it becomes in the end.

Application:

Which is to say then, “Don’t overlook this message.”  The Kingdom has come.  Don’t overlook the significance of the good news of the Kingdom, the gospel, your sure standing secured before God by grace alone, through faith alone, in Christ alone.  It has paradigm shifting, heart changing, life giving implications.  Don’t overlook it.  Your broken relationships, seemingly at an impasse.  Your hope is the gospel.  The guilt you carry because of what you’ve done.  Your hope is the gospel.  The shame you feel because of what’s been done to you.  Your hope is the gospel.  Your bondage to your addictions – alcohol, prescriptions, pornography, food, pleasure, sex, relationships – whatever it is.  Your hope is the gospel, the good news that the Kingdom has come.

Now some of you, right this moment, somewhere deep inside are saying, “That sounds great in theory.  But this is real life.”  Hear me.  Hear me.  We need to call that for what it is – a damned lie.  A compromised gospel, an utter delusion, foolish pride, and unbelief.  Don’t overlook this message.  Don’t be fooled by its seeming insignificance.
III. THE HIDDEN ACTIVITY

The coming of the Kingdom is real.  Its nature speaks to evil’s persistence, its insignificance, and then, finally, why it seems so hidden (READ Matthew 13:33).
A) Background

1. Amount of leaven
Again, let’s start with some background.  Leaven – perhaps we would say yeast – is an interesting image for Jesus to use.  It’s often used negatively.  But not here.  When we see parables paired together like this, we have to let them interpret one another.  The idea being there is a parallel to these two stories.  Leaven here as an ingredient is to be understood as a small, hidden thing.  Think how little one needs to use in baking.
2. Dramatic effect

Think what one has when you cook the dough without it – a rock.  But with it, a dramatic effect, a transformation takes place as it is mixed in and works its changes throughout.
B) Significance

The point?  The issue at hand was this.  In the minds of Jesus’ hearers, the coming of the Kingdom was to bring a complete change to things.  The evil of the world was to be utterly displaced.  But Jesus’ ministry seemed to initiate no such transformation.

1. Hidden beginnings

Jesus’ answer?  When a bit of leaven is put in a mass of dough, nothing seems to happen.

2. Real change

But eventually, something does begin to happen – the complete transformation of the dough.  The idea being there is going to be a final, complete victory of the Kingdom when the new order comes.  But for now, the Kingdom and its effects are often hidden.

The Kingdom has come. But it has come quietly, imperceptibly.  And it will, over time and finally one day in fuller fashion, surely transform everything completely.

Application:

What Jesus wants His hearers to know, then and now, is that this will happen.  All things will be changed, made new.  And the citizens of His kingdom are to look forward to that and even towards that as they then engage in the labors of the Kingdom now.  Going forth, as He has said earlier in Matthew’s Gospel, as “salt and light” – loving our neighbor as ourselves, caring for the widow and the orphan, shouldering others’ loads.  
What does our King want to see?  His subjects engaged in the advancement of the Kingdom – not just speaking but living the gospel.  That might be time at a crisis pregnancy center, helping with the FUEL ministry, sponsoring a youth with Mission: Clarksville, assisting with the Education Team here at CPC.  Whatever it is, we do so with eyes on this – whose service, whose honor it is for, whose Kingdom is being spread.  And confident, as Jesus says later in Matthew, that the gates of hell will not prevail.
CONCLUSION:

This is the reality check Jesus is giving us.  The Kingdom has come.  But it has come as a mixed presence with a seeming insignificance amidst hidden activity.  That’s how it is.  But that’s all going to change.  And we need to take all of this seriously.
Back to the stragglers, the holdouts from WWII.  Yokoi, the soldier who knew it was over but couldn’t bring himself to come forward said upon his return, “I am ashamed that I have returned alive.”  Onada, the soldier who was convinced the war was still going on, returned to Japan a national hero.  But the army to which he had belonged had been disbanded.  The culture shock took its toll on him.  He’d been fighting a war that had ended 29 years before.  He sorrowfully wrote in his memoirs, remembering his dead comrades, “Wouldn’t it have been better if I had died with them?”  So very tragic.
My reason for telling you that is to press this point.  Living any other way than how things are is sure to bring harm.  It’s inevitable.  Living according to how things are is the only sane, safe, reasonable, right way to live.  And Jesus, the King who has come and is coming again, is telling us just that – how things are.  The coming of His Kingdom is more real than we think.  And we need to take hold of that and take it seriously.
PROPOSITION:  (magnet) The coming of the Kingdom is more real than we think.

(anchor) And we need to take hold of that and take it seriously.

