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“Go often to the house of  thy friend; for weeds soon choke up the unused path.”
Scandinavian Proverb

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
Hear now the lesson for the day, the Parable of the weeds:

    24 Jesus told them another parable: “The kingdom of heaven is like someone who 
planted good seed in his field. 25 While people were sleeping, an enemy came and 
planted weeds among the wheat and went away. 26 When the stalks sprouted and bore 
grain, then the weeds also appeared.

    27 “The servants of the landowner came and said to him, ‘Master, didn’t you plant good 
seed in your field? Then how is it that it has weeds?’

    28 “‘An enemy has done this,’ he answered.

    “The servants said to him, ‘Do you want us to go and gather them?’

    29 “But the landowner said, ‘No, because if you gather the weeds, you’ll pull up 
the wheat along with them. 30  Let both grow side by side until the harvest. And at 
harvesttime I’ll say to the harvesters, “First gather the weeds and tie them together in 
bundles to be burned. But bring the wheat into my barn” (Matthew 13:24-30).

Beginnings

As we begin our lesson on one of Jesus’ parables we remember that context often helps us 
understand the Bible’s texts. In many ways the context of a biblical story—or in the case 
a parable—helps us interpret the lesson for better understanding. To take a far-fetched, but 
understandable example, say our local sports page of the newspaper carried as a head line: 
“Cardinals trounce Pirates.” To modern American baseball fans this would mean that the St. 
Louis baseball Cardinals had a resounding win over the Pittsburgh Pirates. Of course in earlier 
centuries if someone in Europe had seen this same headline they would have naturally asked 
how did the Vatican get tangled up with people like Bluebeard and his confederates? From this 
example and many others I could share we see that in some respects context is everything. 

What is a parable?
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 Before we get to the context of our lesson today, the middle section of Matthew 13, we 
need to ask another question. It may seem technical, but it has to do with the literary form our 
lesson takes. The question is: What is a parable? Anyone who reads the Bible with care and over 
time has noticed that the biblical texts come to us in a variety of literary forms. That is to say 
the structures and shapes of the biblical witness come to us in our modern Bible in a number 
of styles or what scholars call “forms.” A handful of these are—and there are many—sermon, 
psalm, genealogy, proverb, list, allegory, speech, prayer, and song. There of course are many 
other forms, but the idea is that the Bible comes to us in a wide arrangement of patterns. A 
parable is one of these many forms.

Sometimes Christians think that Jesus was the only one in our Bible that tells parables, but this is 
not so. Nathan once told King David a parable of about “one small ewe lamb.” The poor person 
bought the animal raised it, “and it grew up with him and his children. It would eat from his food 
and drink from his cup—even sleep in his arms! It was like a daughter to him” (2 Samuel 12:2-
3). We need not recount the whole parable Nathan told David except to underline that at the end 
that Nathan laid this story up against David’s behavior concerning Bathsheba and her husband 
Uriah the Hittite. This brings us to the point of what a parable is. 

Parable means to “throw beside” or “to compare.” So by laying the story of David’s unethical 
actions alongside the story of the little ewe lamb, Nathan can then respond to David’s outrage 
at the rich man seizing the poor man’s lamb. Nathan in a way springs the trap on the King by 
saying, “You are that man!” C. H. Dodd, a great New Testament scholar (1884—1973) once 
defined the parable form as “At its simplest, the parable is a metaphor or simile drawn from 
nature or common life, arresting the hearer by its vividness or strangeness, and leaving the mind 
in sufficient doubt about its precise application to tease it into active thought.” We cannot deny 
that Jesus parables certainly have this effect. They make us think.

Parables in Context of Matthew 13

 Our lesson’s context coming back to where we were before addressing the biblical form 
of the parable is Matthew 13. Jesus is teaching large crowds by the lake (Matthew 13:1). Using 
stories like parables is how Jesus regularly taught. The first parable he told was the parable of 
the soils or as many know it “The Sower.” Following the description of a sower who went out to 
sow . . . Jesus answers the disciples’ question as to why he uses parables. Apparently the crowds 
have left and he is with only his disciples. They seem comfortable enough with Jesus to ask why 
he teaching in the little stories that we have identified as parable. He then continues to teach 
with respect to the kingdom of heaven. He shares with the disciples about who can hear and 
who cannot hear these words. Jesus goes on, at this point, to interpret the parable of the soils/the 
sower (Matthew 13:18-23). All of the above sets up the rest of Matthew 13 which is given over 
exclusively to parables or their interpretation.
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The Parable of the Weeds
 The parable of the weeds is often referred to as the parable of the wheat and tares. A tare 
is a destructive weed that looks like wheat when in its early development. As Jesus often does, 
this parable he sets in an agricultural situation. Jesus likens the kingdom of heaven to someone 
going out to grow wheat. This farmer, perhaps we could say the hero of the story, plants good 
wheat seed. We imagine this person to be of some wealth as he is called “a landowner” and has 
servants too. Then we have an unusual occurrence. While everyone is asleep, this means simply 
in the night, an enemy comes to plant weeds or bad seed amongst the good. Who is this enemy? 
Could it be perhaps a jealous neighbor? Because this story is a parable it is open to interpretation, 
but it adds an element to the story and its meaning. Whatever the answer Matthew tells us both 
the plants from the good and bad seed grew together—and the servants noticed.

 The seemingly quite loyal servants want to know what they are to do. After the landowner 
explains that an enemy has done this “evil” planting the servants ask “Do you want us to go and 
gather  them?” Curiously the farmer rebuffs their request and suggests letting both the wheat and 
weeds grow together. Instead he suggests that they grow together and at the harvest all will be 
sorted out—wheat to the barn; weeds bundled and burned.

The Interpretation of the Weeds
 One way to understand this parable is to propose that this is a parable about two main 
things. The first thing is that this parable may be about the composition of the church. One does 
not need to be a genius to know that the church consists of members that we might judge as 
“good seed” or “bad seed.” Good seed in the church, on the one hand, is people who are obedient 
to God. They follow Micah’s instructions: “to do justice, embrace faithful love, and walk humbly 
with your God” (Micah 6:8). On the other hand, bad seed might be people who deliberately 
harm others via gossip, backbiting, competition, anger, or other kinds of immature and hurtful 
behavior. At the same time, being bad seed in the church may appear to be more inauspicious. It 
may simply be expressed through a believer’s apathy or habit of breaking promises.

 Second of all, this parable clearly addresses an important biblical doctrine: eschatology. 
This word “eschatology” simply describes the content of the doctrine of the last things. 
Eschatology is at its most basic level is a set of principles that suggests that at some point in the 
world’s history all that we see and all that we are will come to an end. God will complete God’s 
work begun at creation.  

 We see the eschatological aspect of this parable of the weeds when the landowner tells 
his servants, “let both grow side by side until the harvest. The servants of course are anxious 
and want to “fix” the field in a jiffy. But the landowner who represents God says to those who 
are anxious to be patient. God’s time is the best time. Let God sort it all out at the end. Harvest 
is a word that usually in the Bible is a code word to eschatology or the consummation of human 
history. Of course, the kind of patience that the Bible habitually extols is the patience of waiting 
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for God to finish God’s business in the world. This kind of patience in theological jargon we 
might call “eschatological patience.”  Most of what the Bible describes in terms of patience and 
waiting has to do with this understanding. For this reason, and out of this understanding, Paul 
writes to the church at Thessalonica, “We don’t need to write to you about the timing and dates, 
brothers and sisters. You know very well that the day of the Lord is going to come like a thief in 
the night” (1 Thessalonians 5:1-2). Thus, this parable speaks to acknowledging that in the church 
there are good and bad, but ultimately believers trust in God’s providence and foresight.

Two Other Short Parables

Parable of the mustard seed

31 He told another parable to them: “The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed that 
someone took and planted in his field. 32  It’s the smallest of all seeds. But when it’s grown, it’s 
the largest of all vegetable plants. It becomes a tree so that the birds in the sky come and nest 
in its branches.”
Parable of the yeast

33 He told them another parable: “The kingdom of heaven is like yeast, which a woman took 
and hid in a bushel of wheat flour until the yeast had worked its way through all the dough.”

 Rev. Cross addresses in a fine way the parables of the mustard seed and the yeast. The 
parable of the mustard seed offers the insight that the kingdom of heaven is mysterious. Like 
the mystery about how the mustard plant can grow from a tiny seed, so too does the kingdom 
of heaven grow from something small to something of great vastness. It is in the discipline of 
rhetoric called the argument “from the lesser to the greater.” As we saw in last week’s lesson this 
style of discourse is one of Jesus staples. He often uses it to make his points. Although it is an 
exaggeration—often a feature of Jesus’ teaching—to say that the mustard seed is the smallest it 
is nonetheless quite small. Given that sometimes mustard trees can grow to nearly twelve feet 
tall it is easy to see why Jesus would draw this analogy to describe the kingdom of God. It also 
highlights the growth of the kingdom which to us seems mysterious and miraculous.

 The parable of the yeast (see Rev. Cross’ excellent explanation of how yeast functions) 
reveals that some yeast can leaven a whole batch of dough. This is what happens when believers 
are mixed in with those who have not yet trusted or believed in the kingdom of heaven. The 
association with those who are like good seed in the prior parable will convert those who need 
convincing or a change of heart. In fact, it is not really human beings that act as agents of 
leavening, but really the work of God through believers like us. If we are obedient to Jesus’ 
words and teaching, then God can and will act in us. Like a little yeast will leaven a whole loaf, 
so too does God accomplish through us like yeast.
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A Summary

 To recap we remember that the parable of the weeds reminds those in the church to be 
patient with those who are not yet mature or are even evil. God will take care of God’s realm. 
The parables of the mustard seed and yeast help us remember that the way the kingdom of 
heaven grows is a mysterious thing. And yet for all its mystery God calls us to participate in 
something which begins small and ends in a thing of magnificent size.


