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A GARDEN OF WEEDS 
 
I have great appreciation and respect for gardeners, I love a beautiful garden, and I wish I 
had the “eye” for what makes a garden work.  But, alas, I am not a gardener.  Most of the 
time I’m not sure what’s supposed to be growing where and what isn’t.  The previous 
owner of our house was an avid gardener.  Roses, hollyhocks, spring bulbs, lavender, and 
lots more roses.  She tended her garden with care and love, and when we arrived, there 
was not a plant out of place or a weed in sight.  But I am convinced that as soon as we 
showed up, someone came along in the night and sowed weeds right along with her 
beautiful flowers.  Now, it is painfully obvious that Margaret has moved away, and with 
her went her beautiful garden.   
 
I think the simple reason as to why I am not a gardener is that I don’t have the patience or 
the commitment for it.  I love a ready-made garden, but I don’t have what it takes to 
invest in making one beautiful:  the constant weeding, tending, shaping, and plant 
dividing.  Patience and care makes the garden grow. 
 
Jesus tells a number of kingdom parables about farmers and gardens and fields and 
harvest.  In most cases, the farmer in the stories behaves rather oddly.  What kind of a 
farmer isn’t careful about where he plants his seeds? What kind of a farmer wastes ¾ of 
his seed stock?  What kind of a farmer doesn’t weed his garden?  Everyone knows that 
the weeds will choke out the wheat! There have been some who have astutely referred to 
such a gardener as the Mad Farmer.    
 
For the most part, Jesus has been using these parables to teach his community about the 
nature of the kingdom that he has come to proclaim and to invite others to share in.  He 
has been telling them what God is like and what God’s reign in the world looks like.  The 
God of the kingdom is gracious and his love for his people is abundant and overflowing.  
The kingdom that this God is sowing is sometimes hidden, and sometimes we don’t 
really know what it will look like until it has been germinating for a while. God, as the 
farmer or the host of the banquet, extends grace and mercy to all, in equal measure and 
without qualification.   
 
In some respects, this parable about the wheat and the tares is no different.  It reveals the 
nature of the kingdom and the God who rules over it.  But when we look at the 
interpretation of the parable, we are moved beyond the present nature of the kingdom and 
are introduced to the future and final manifestation of the kingdom.  In order to deal with 
the parable itself and its interpretation, we would need much more time than we have 
today.  So for today, we will just look at the telling of the parable and see what Jesus 
might be saying about the kingdom of God.   
 
Perhaps the most challenging aspect of this parable is what it seems to be saying about 
evil.  And what it seems to be saying about evil isn’t very satisfactory.  First of all, the 
parable acknowledges the presence of evil, but doesn’t account for its origin or even why 
the good farmer allows it to invade his field.   Second, the parable clearly says that the 
difference between the appearance of good and evil isn’t easily discerned.  Really? Don’t 
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we all know the difference between good and bad? Isn’t it obvious?  Third, the farmer 
distinctly tells his servants not to do anything about the presence of the tares.  They are 
just supposed to sit back and watch the tares wreak havoc on what could be a bumper 
crop.  And finally, the farmer doesn’t appear to be overly concerned with the fact that the 
wheat and the tares co-exist for a time.  To the rational and logically minded, this parable 
makes no sense and the passivity of the farmer is baffling. Perhaps this farmer needs to 
take a course in agricultural science. 
 
That is the challenge of the parable.  But it is also the beauty of the parable.  This is a 
parable about real life. It’s a parable about what happens in the meantime – in the time 
between the announcement and inauguration of the kingdom, and it’s final 
consummation.  How do we live in the meantime, accepting the co-existence of good and 
evil and not being able to do anything about it?   We, like those well-intentioned servants, 
would much rather get busy and weed the field.  But the parable seems to be saying that 
doing nothing for the time being is the preferred response to evil.   
 
Now, I don’t know about you, but I’m not entirely comfortable with inaction in the face 
of evil.  Aren’t we supposed to work toward justice and freedom for all peoples and all 
that?  Of course we are!  However, this parable suggests that that isn’t the only response 
we are called to have in this in between time. 
 
The reality is that the differences between good and evil are often difficult to discern.  
The tares, or darnel, were plants that looked exactly like wheat until harvest time.  
Attempting to sort them out before the harvest is mere guesswork. Only when the plants 
are fully mature is their true nature revealed. And the church, in its attempt to lend a 
helping hand to the kingdom, has often discerned poorly in this regard and has caused 
just as much injustice and oppression as it has tried to remedy.   
 
“For now,” says the famer, “let them grow together.”  Now, here is your word study for 
the day.  The word that is used here for ‘let/allow’ them to grow together is the same 
word that is used for “forgive”.  It can mean permit, or suffering something to exist1, but 
it can also mean forgive – particularly when used in the context of debts and trespasses – 
forgive them.   The early Christian reader, who had just prayed, “forgive us our debts as 
we forgive…” would have made this connection. 
 
In keeping with the left-handed nature of the kingdom that Matthew describes, it would 
appear that the general badness that masquerades as goodness that is present in the world 
and in the lives of people is not (at least for now) to bet dealt with by means of attack.  It 
is to be dealt with by suffering its existence and forgiveness.  Jesus doesn’t threaten his 
enemies on the cross, he forgives them.  I admit, I don’t like this approach very much. 
But Jesus assures us that God is in charge, and he will have his own way in the end. 
 

                                                
1 The KJV translates this same word as “suffer”: Jesus says, “suffer the little children” – 
meaning “let them come/permit them to come/don’t hold them back.” Matt 19:14; Mk 
10:14, Lk 18:16 
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Let’s get back to the co-existence of good and evil for a minute. Matthew was writing to 
an early church community that was in crisis. Throughout his gospel, Matthew makes 
several references to engaging in lawlessness and predictions of divisions and betrayals.  
Things were so bad, that Matthew included explicit instructions on how to deal with 
conflict when it arose.  The church, then and now, is a mixed body of people. Although 
there are cases where discipline is expected and appropriate, and although some people 
need to be removed from the community, this parable teaches us that zeal for a pure and 
wholly righteous community must be held in check.  It isn’t the job of the servants to 
separate the wheat from the tares.   
 
Finally, a quick word about the weeds. When we use the word “weed” for the plants that 
grew up around the wheat, we have already made a judgment about the nature of the 
invading plant.  Weeds are plants that don’t belong, plants that we have no use for, and in 
which we can see no beauty.  In the parable however, the plant that was sown among the 
wheat wasn’t a good for nothing plant – it was a legitimate grain in its own right 
(probably related to rice).  But it didn’t belong there.   
 
For nearly 200 years, American settlers thought that tomato plants were poisonous.  How 
many invasive plant species did the Europeans bring over to the new world that didn’t 
belong here, couldn’t grow here, or ruined native plants and crops?  This mixed 
community that is the church is full of folks who might consider themselves weeds: 
people who don’t belong, and in whom no one can see any beauty.  It is also full of 
people who think of themselves as wheat, but who might be revealed as something 
different in the end. 
 
Listen to the parable:  the farmer’s field is big enough to accommodate both.  And the 
true nature of each won’t be known until the final judgment.   And if we try to “weed 
out” the stuff that doesn’t belong, we might end up ruining what is actually wheat.  I’m 
willing to bet that everyone here knows someone who has been “rooted out” by the 
church in some way, and who have opted out of God’s present kingdom as a result.  
That’s not a harvest. That’s a ruined crop. 
 
So, in this in between time of living in God’s kingdom, be patient.  Forgive one another.  
Forebear with one another. Give one another the benefit of the doubt.  Be light in the 
darkness. Be salt when conformity and acceptability are easier.  Just be the wheat and let 
the rest get sorted out by God.  He will work it out and he will have his way.  And his 
way will always be infinitely better than ours. 
 
 


