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Judgment: 07-17-11 is Pentecost 5A 
 
Hello everybody, today I would like to talk about Judgment, in the context of the Parable of the Wheat 
and the Tares. We are walking through Matthew, and we have stumbled upon some pretty intriguing 
parables of the kingdom in Matthew 13, the third of five great discourses in Matthew's gospel. 
 
This parable is an inclusio, which we discussed last week. First, Jesus tells the parable, then he changes 
the subject, then he returns to the parable to explain it. 
 
In Matthew 13:24-30, Jesus tells a story. The kingdom of heaven is like someone who sowed good seed 
in a field. Then, while everyone was sleeping, an enemy sowed weeds. This is a truly diabolical act. I 
mean can you imagine a more cut throat way to undermine the competition? The owner’s slaves want 
to pull the weeds, but the owner says, "No, you might pull up the wheat too. Leave them to grow 
together until the harvest." 
 
Then Jesus drops the story and moves on. We won't read verses 31-34 until next week, but they are the 
parable of the mustard seed and the parable of the yeast. Isn't it interesting that Jesus compares the 
kingdom to things that grow? More on that next week. 
 
Then Jesus goes back into "the house." (Since the beginning of chapter 13 Jesus has been preaching 
from a boat. Jesus had stepped out of the house to the lake, and the crowds pressed him into the boat. 
Check out last week's post.) Now back in the house, and away from the crowds, the disciples ask Jesus to 
explain his parable. It is a great literary device on Matthew's part.  The crowds don’t get to hear this, but 
we do. We get to listen in on Jesus' private instruction with his inner circle of disciples. 
 
Luther (in a 1525 treatment of this passage) points out that Jesus explains the parable in seven points: 
 
1. The sower is the Son of man. 
2. The field is the world. 
3. The good seeds are the children of the kingdom. 
4. The tares are the children of the evil one. 
5. The enemy that sowed them is the devil. 
6. The harvest is the end of the world. 
7. The reapers are the angels. 
 
(We never learn who the owner's slaves are supposed to be.) 
 
Therefore we shouldn't burn heretics at the stake, Luther concludes, but rather leave them time to 
repent. It is a strikingly self-serving passage, since Luther-himself has already been declared a heretic by 
this time (though Pope Benedict XIV has apparently reversed 
that: http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/comment/faith/article3492299.ece). 
 
In fact, it would seem Luther, contrary to the troubling things he wrote later in life, uses this very text to 
question the inquisition and other forms of religious persecution: 
 
From this observe what raging and furious people we have been these many years, in that we desired to 
force others to believe; the Turks with the sword, heretics with fire, the Jews with death, and thus 
outroot the tares by our own power, as if we were the ones who could reign over hearts and spirits, and 
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make them pious and right, which God's Word alone must do. But by murder we separate the people 
from the Word, so that it cannot possibly work upon them and we bring thus, with one stroke a double 
murder upon ourselves, as far as it lies in our power, namely, in that we murder the body for time and 
the soul for eternity, and afterwards say we did God a service by our actions, and wish to merit 
something special in heaven. 
 
This is a refreshing view for a Medeival mindset.  
 
The parable itself is troubling though. So, some people are children of the kingdom, and others are 
children of the evil one? Hmm. Who to trust? My dad sometimes says, “I trust everyone but you and me, 
and recently I’ve been wondering about you.”  
 
 Jesus usually puts things in extreme terms to get our attention. “If your eye causes you to sin, tear it 
out…” So this shouldn’t surprise us. But there are questions. What makes one a child of the kingdom? 
What makes one a child of the evil one? What if one has both the tendency toward good and evil? If one 
is mostly evil with a little bit of good is one a child of the evil one? And if one is mostly good, with some 
mild tendencies toward wrong is one a child of the kingdom? M. Scott Peck would tend toward such an 
interpretation. He says that some people are so caught up in evil, that every decision, thought, action 
stems from it. Martha Stout, in The Sociopath Next Door, claims that 4% of the population, one in 
twenty five people, are sociopaths. A sociopath is someone with no conscience, who can do wrong to 
another or see them suffer without feeling remorse.  
 
I heard one preacher say the children of the kingdom are the followers of Jesus. This sounds good at 
first, but play it out. Are we saying that those who don’t follow Jesus are children of the evil one? Are all 
Jews, Muslims, Hindus, Zoroastrians, agnostics, atheists and the like children of the evil one? I have 
some Jewish friends. They don’t seem like children of the evil one. And I have some Christian friends 
who very well might be.  
 
Here’s another question. How can we tell the children of the kingdom from the children of the evil one? 
I’m thinking of some of my neighbors right now. I think I have a pretty good idea, but, you know, it 
would be really nice to have some confirmation.  
 
This parable seems to recognize it’s really hard to tell. The word for weed in this text (ζιζάνια, zizania) 
refers to a weed (a darnel grass sometimes poisonous) that looks very much like wheat. The text also 
suggests that in overreacting to evil, we might do more harm than good, ruin the harvest, by uprooting 
the good as well. Indeed, many an effort to root out evil have proven disastrous. These are wise words. 
 
What would Matthew say makes one a child of the kingdom? Paul would say those who are “in Christ” 
or those who are justified by faith in Christ. What would Matthew say? Powell (God With Us) is a big 
help. In Matthew’s gospel, the kingdom of heaven has been prepared for the righteous (13:43, 25:34, 
37). Anyone who obeys God’s commandments may enter (5:17, 19:17, 25:46). Not everyone in the 
church will be saved (“not all who call me Lord, Lord shall enter the kingdom…”)  It will not work to 
superimpose a Pauline theology on Matthew, and yet we have to land somewhere don’t we? Wouldn’t 
it be fun to have Paul and Matthew in a room together and hear them argue. 
 
Matthew himself may suggest a way through. Matthew’s Jesus not only uses the phrase “children of the 
evil one,” but even the phrase “children of hell” (Matthew 23:15), though he reserves it for the 
Pharisees. In fact, the religious leaders of Jesus’ day are shown to be evil persons throughout Matthew’s 



3 | P a g e  

 

gospel (9:4, 12:34, 39, 45, 16:4, 22:18). One would think, if righteousness gets you into the kingdom, the 
Pharisees would be the first through the door. They are law-keepers to the nth degree, adhering to 
every jot and tittle of the Mosaic law. But apparently for Jesus this is not enough. Maybe there is more 
Pauline theology in Matthew than we see at first glance. In Matthew Jesus views the Pharisees as 
missing the forest for the trees. They tithe of their herbs, but have forgotten the weightier matters of 
the law, justice and compassion, Micah 6:8 stuff. Justice for the orphan, widow and alien is a more 
critical matter than whether or not your pull your donkey out of a ditch on the Sabbath in terror of 
actually working. Loving your neighbors is more important than ostracizing them if they don’t live up to 
your moral standards. In fact, for Jesus, loving God and neighbor embodies all the law and the prophets. 
If you keep the law, but have no compassion in your heart, you may be a child of the evil one.  
 
Sounds like a fun confirmation game. “Hey kids, tonight we’re going to play a fun new game called You 
Just May Be a Child of the Evil One. Now, question number one. Jeffrey?” 
 
The wolves in sheeps’ clothing comment in Matthew also seems to indicate that perhaps it’s not too 
easy to tell one from the other. This is why it is so critical to not judge. The one you judge may have 
been in a very difficult decision. Judgment is God’s business, at the end of time. Not ours, for right now. 
Matthew 7:1 ff and Romans 2:1 ff. make this perfectly clear.  
 
Parables are not meant to be parsed word-for-word. They convey a sense. They are allegory. Even 
Chrystostom says as much, “And, as I am always saying, the parables must not be explained throughout 
word for word, since many absurdities will follow…” 
(http://www.ccel.org/ccel/schaff/npnf110.iii.XLVII.html) So what is the “sense” of this passage?  
 
Good and evil are jumbled together in this life. It won’t get sorted out until the eschaton. That seems to 
be the point. 
 
The next question, then, is “So what?” What is the good news of this passage for the faithful, striving to 
live lives of faith, hope and love in daily life?  
 
There are those who struggle with doing the right thing in a business world that is corrupt. Perhaps the 
preacher could tease out the challenges of living a moral life in a morally jumbled up world. We can 
teach people to sin boldly when facing moral dilemmas, and making difficult decisions between what 
may very well be the lesser of two evils.  
 
There are those out there who wrestle with heaven and hell, and what happens to people when they 
die. Did Uncle Fred go to heaven? After all, we all know he was no saint. What will judgment day look 
like? I know a man whose son committed suicide. He’s worried that his son might be in hell, in spite of 
gracious conversations he’s had with many people. It might be worth wrestling with different concepts 
of judgment.  
 
What if on Judgment Day all that is evil, all that is bad in you gets burned up, and all that is good in you 
continues on into eternity? What if everything that is against God gets cast into the proverbial fire, and 
all that is for God, endures? What if, like Paul says in 1 Corinthians 13, nothing endures except faith, 
hope and love, these three, which abide forever. 
 
If all that was bad in you was burned up, how much of you would be left? What percentage? How much 
of you is faithful, hopeful and loving? How much of you is self-centered, angry, hateful and greedy? 
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What if good endures, and bad is cast into the fire? Because none of us are all good, and none of us are 
all bad. We are what Luther called a "corpus mixtum," a mixed bag, if you will. We are simul justus et 
peccator: at the same time both saints and sinners. 
 
Who knows? We speak of things beyond our comprehension, but here's what it could mean. It could 
mean that if we are mostly caught up in greed, anger and hatred, if we are 95% against God, after 
Judgement Day there might not be much left. Perhaps this is what Jesus means by “children of the evil 
one.” 
 
The prophets talked about the refiner's fire (Malachi 3:2). A really hot fire can burn off the impurities in 
a metal, leaving behind only the pure precious metal. What if only righteousness lasts, and 
unrighteousness is destroyed? 
 
Then the questions becomes, how do we get righteous? How do we get in right with God, in line with 
God? Lutherans believe that you cannot get right with God by trying harder, or by being good enough, 
or pure enough. We believe even our good deeds are corrupt, often growing out of selfish motives and 
self-serving tactics. Like Paul says in Romans 7, the harder I try to be good, the more I realize evil is close 
at hand.  
 
We believe that the law, tradition, and superstition have no transformative power. The only thing that 
given us wings is following Jesus, trusting Jesus. We believe Jesus’ way of love is the only hope for the 
world. It has the power to heal and change lives. If we are “in Christ” we will act and live out of a 
spiritual center that will give life to us and to others. We will be transformed, over time, from being self-
centered to Christ-centered. And when we are turned from serving ourselves to serving others, we will 
find a joy that will sustain us in this morally jumbled up world of wheat and weeds, good and evil.  
 
Children of the kingdom, may he who began a good work in you, bring it to completion on the day of 
Christ Jesus. 
 


