Matthew 13:24-29, 36-43
24He put before them another parable: "The kingdom of heaven may be compared to someone who sowed good seed in his field; 25but while everybody was asleep, an enemy came and sowed weeds among the wheat, and then went away. 26So when the plants came up and bore grain, then the weeds appeared as well. 27And the slaves of the householder came and said to him, ‘Master, did you not sow good seed in your field? Where, then, did these weeds come from?’ 28He answered, ‘An enemy has done this.’ The slaves said to him, ‘Then do you want us to go and gather them?’ 29But he replied, ‘No; for in gathering the weeds you would uproot the wheat along with them. 30Let both of them grow together until the harvest; and at harvest time I will tell the reapers, Collect the weeds first and bind them in bundles to be burned, but gather the wheat into my barn.’" 31He put before them another parable: "The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed that someone took and sowed in his field; 32it is the smallest of all the seeds, but when it has grown it is the greatest of shrubs and becomes a tree, so that the birds of the air come and make nests in its branches." 33He told them another parable: "The kingdom of heaven is like yeast that a woman took and mixed in with three measures of flour until all of it was leavened." 34Jesus told the crowds all these things in parables; without a parable he told them nothing. 35This was to fulfill what had been spoken through the prophet: "I will open my mouth to speak in parables; I will proclaim what has been hidden from the foundation of the world."
36Then he left the crowds and went into the house. And his disciples approached him, saying, "Explain to us the parable of the weeds of the field." 37He answered, "The one who sows the good seed is the Son of Man; 38the field is the world, and the good seed are the children of the kingdom; the weeds are the children of the evil one, 39and the enemy who sowed them is the devil; the harvest is the end of the age, and the reapers are angels. 40Just as the weeds are collected and burned up with fire, so will it be at the end of the age. 41The Son of Man will send his angels, and they will collect out of his kingdom all causes of sin and all evildoers, 42and they will throw them into the furnace of fire, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. 43Then the righteous will shine like the sun in the kingdom of their Father. Let anyone with ears listen!
1 Peter 1:1-9
1Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ, To the exiles of the Dispersion in Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia, 2who have been chosen and destined by God the Father and sanctified by the Spirit to be obedient to Jesus Christ and to be sprinkled with his blood: May grace and peace be yours in abundance. 3Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! By his great mercy he has given us a new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, 4and into an inheritance that is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, kept in heaven for you, 5who are being protected by the power of God through faith for a salvation ready to be revealed in the last time. 6In this you rejoice, even if now for a little while you have had to suffer various trials, 7so that the genuineness of your faith—being more precious than gold that, though perishable, is tested by fire—may be found to result in praise and glory and honor when Jesus Christ is revealed. 8Although you have not seen him, you love him; and even though you do not see him now, you believe in him and rejoice with an indescribable and glorious joy, 9for you are receiving the outcome of your faith, the salvation of your souls. 

The Jesus I Never Knew:  Wheat Among the Weeds
If I was guessing, I’d say that most of us have heard at some time a biblical explanation describing how we were entering the end times, using imagery from the book of Revelation and other apocalyptic Scripture like the book of Daniel and Ezekiel applied to current events.  In fact, it seems like I’ve heard that off and on periodically throughout my life.   And as recently as a few weeks ago when I was flipping through channels in the middle of the night when I couldn’t sleep, I ran across some guy who was excitedly explaining how all the signs were pointing to the fact that we are in the last days.

In his book, “The Jesus I Never Knew,” Philip Yancey talks about growing up in a fundamental denomination that sponsored a prophecy conference each fall, where they discussed such things as the communist threat and how the ten members of Europe’s Common Market had recently fulfilled Daniel’s prophecy about the beast with ten horns; that soon everyone would wear a number stamped on their foreheads, the mark of the beast, and be registered in a computer somewhere in Belgium.  Nuclear war would soon break out and the planet would teeter on the brink of annihilation, until at the last second Jesus himself would return to lead the armies of righteousness.  Yancey states that he actually studied Chinese and his brother, Russian, so that they could communicate with invading armies from either direction.
Now that might sound a little overzealous to us today, but throughout the history of the church, visions of the end times have bubbled to the surface: the first decades of Christianity, the end of the tenth century, the late 1300s, the Napoleonic era, World War I, the Axis of Hitler and Mussolini.  Even during the first Gulf War, Saddam Hussein was branded as the Antichrist, the new trigger-man for the apocalypse.  Each time the specter of Armageddon is raised, Christians can go through a passionate cycle of fear, hope, and then sheepish disillusionment.  The end times hadn’t arrived after all.  Of course, that shouldn’t be surprising, since Jesus told his followers very specifically:
Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away.  But about that day and hour no one knows, neither the angels of heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father. (Matt. 24:35-36)

 It’s interesting that the Hebrews had repeatedly undergone the same kind of cycle, in their hope and expectations for a coming Messiah.  The Jews pored over the same passages from Daniel and Ezekiel that can figure prominently in end time discussions today.  And that was exactly the social and political climate during the time of Jesus’ ministry: many Jews expected the Messiah to arise as a conquering hero and liberate them from the terrors of Rome.

Jesus had to have well understood the explosive power of the word, Messiah.  Although he never used the title himself, he accepted it when others applied it to him.  And the Gospels show a gradual dawning on his disciples that their teacher was none other than the long-awaited King.  And Jesus encouraged such beliefs by continually discussing the coming kingdom.  In his very first message, Jesus proclaimed, “The kingdom of heaven is near.”  Those words would have kindled the hope of throwing off the Roman chains and restoring the glory days of the nation of Israel.  And Jesus told his followers that what was about to happen would far surpass anything from the past:

Truly I tell you, many prophets and righteous people longed to see what you see, but did not see it, and to hear what you hear, but did not hear it. (Matthew 13:17)
Ultimately,  however, Jesus’ disappointed those spoiling for a fight, those who sought a leader in the traditional mold.  Over time, it became clear that Jesus was talking about a strangely different kind of kingdom.  Instead of a kingdom of power and might, wealth and renown, Jesus announced a kingdom that meant denying yourself, taking up a cross, renouncing wealth, even loving your enemies.  Many that were first attracted to Jesus by his deeds of healing and spiritual power, eventually turned away when they understood he wouldn’t meet their expectations of a conquering hero.  The word kingdom meant one thing to the crowd but quite another to Jesus.  And he was rejected, in large part, because he didn’t measure up to a national image of what a Messiah was supposed to look like.  By the time Jesus was nailed to wooden crossbeams, everyone had lost hope and fallen away.  It was simply impossible to conceive of the Messiah being executed.
It’s ironic, though, that Jesus did become known to all history as a king.  That title was placed on his cross in three languages, so no one would miss it.  And the title we use today, Jesus the Christ, is the Greek form of Jesus the Messiah, the anointed one, which refers to the ancient manner of crowning kings.  Followers of Jesus today carry an echo of the word in the title, Christians, and yet there is still much confusion even today about what Jesus’ kingship represents and about the nature of God’s kingdom.
Jesus, himself, never offered a clear definition of the kingdom of God.  Instead, he used multiple metaphors to try to describe it using images out of everyday life like the one about farming we heard in our Gospel reading, and also gardening, baking bread, searching for treasure.  But even his examples were confusing; his disciples would ask for an explanation, because the examples were so far removed from any kind of understanding that the disciples had of what a kingdom is.  Kings are normally judged by their power, their ability to impose their will on a populace, their strength in repelling enemies.  Jesus indicated that God’s kingdom, however, comes with a resistible power.  It’s humble, inconspicuous, and coexists with evil and its enemies.
If we consider Jesus’ behavior and actions as representative of the kingdom of God, without fail those qualities are completely contrary to the world’s values.  We’ve recently discussed that Jesus tended to spend his time with the poor and powerless, and that he seemed to always be at odds with those in authority.  But even though he denounced the way the Torah was interpreted and enforced, he treated the religious leaders like Nicodemus that came to him without ulterior motives with love and respect.  He spoke against the dangers of money and of violence, yet he showed love and compassion toward a rich young ruler and a Roman centurion.  Instead of inciting the oppressed to rise up and throw off their chains, he commanded, “Love your enemies.”  He invoked a different kind of power:  love, not coercion.
Yancey states that whenever he becomes involved in a strongly felt cause, it’s this quality, in particular, that’s convicting to him. He writes:
How easy it is to join the politics of polarization, to find myself [opposed to] the “enemy” on the other side.  How hard it is to remember that the kingdom of God calls me to love the woman who has just emerged from the abortion clinic (and, yes, even her doctor), the promiscuous person who’s dying of AIDS, the wealthy landowner who’s exploiting God’s creation.  If I can't show love to such people, then I must question whether I have truly understood Jesus’ gospel.

A political movement by nature draws lines, makes distinctions, pronounces judgment.  In contrast, Jesus’ love cuts across lines, transcends distinctions, and dispenses grace. . . . From Jesus I learn that, whatever activism I get involved in, it must not drive out love and humility, or otherwise I betray the kingdom of heaven.

However, despite his plain example, many of Jesus’ followers throughout history have been unable to resist choosing the way of worldly power over that of the power of love, for instance: the Crusades, the conquistadors who converted the New World at the point of a sword, Christians who cooperated with the slave trade, the Inquisition.  And it continues today.  We frequently hear examples, such as folks who claim to be Christians who kill abortion doctors and bomb their clinics, those who demonstrate hatefully at the funerals of homosexuals or others, those who treat Muslims with hate and disrespect.
Of course, moral issues that confront us must be faced and addressed and legislated in our secular society.  And a democracy gives Christians the right to express themselves.  However, Yancey states:

We dare not invest so much in the kingdom of this world that we neglect our main task of introducing people to a different kind of kingdom, one based solely on God’s grace and forgiveness. Passing laws to enforce morality serves a necessary function to dam up evil, but it never solves human problems.  If a century from now all that historians can say about evangelicals of our day is that they stood for family values, then we will have failed the mission Jesus gave us to accomplish: to communicate God’s reconciling love to sinners.
On the night before he was crucified, Jesus told his disciples:
I give you a new commandment, that you love one another.  Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another.  By this everyone will know that you’re my disciples, if you have love for one another. (John 13:34-35)
After reading Yancey’s discussion, it occurred to me that perhaps our focus as Christians should be two-fold in nature.  As citizens of God’s kingdom, our legitimate concern for morality should be primarily for ourselves, our families, and our church family to ensure we are growing spiritually, walking in the paths that God would have us, and providing a sound example for others to see.  On the other hand, our concern for others – like Jesus – should be primarily on sharing God’s reconciling love, striving to bring others into relationship with God regardless of their current morality.  I believe Jesus was basically promoting this viewpoint when he said:

Do not judge, so that you may not be judged.  For with the judgment you make you will be judged, and the measure you give will be the measure you get.  Why do you see the speck in your neighbor’s eye, but do not notice the log in your own eye?  (Matthew 7:1-3)
When the Roman governor, Pilate, asked Jesus point-blank whether he was king of the Jews, he replied, 
My kingdom is not from this world.  If my kingdom were from this world, my followers would be fighting to keep me from being handed over to the Jews.  But as it is, my kingdom is not from here. (John 18:36)
On another occasion, he was asked by the Pharisees when the kingdom of God would come.  Jesus replied:
The kingdom of God is not coming with things that can be observed; nor will they say, ‘Look, here it is!’ or ‘There it is!’ For, in fact, the kingdom of God is among you. (Luke 17:20-21)
Clearly, the kingdom of God operates by a set of rule different from any earthly kingdom.  It has no geographical borders, no capital city.  Its citizens live right among their enemies, without any kind of separation.  Instead, it lives, and grows, on the inside of human beings.  Thus, those of us who follow Jesus possess a kind of dual citizenship.  We live in an external kingdom of family, cities, and nationhood, while at the same time belonging to the kingdom of God.

In our own time, we have seen vivid demonstrations of the clash of kingdoms.  Communist countries forced the Christian church to go underground, so that it became, quite literally, invisible.  For instance, in China during the 1960s and 70s, believers were fined, imprisoned, and tortured.  Local regulations prohibited most religious activities.  Yet despite this government oppression, a spiritual revival broke out that could well be the largest in the history of the church.  As many as fifty million believers gave their allegiance to an invisible kingdom even as the visible kingdom made them suffer for it. Yancey states:

In fact, problems seem to arise when the church becomes too external, and gets too cozy with government. . . . Nowadays, as the U.S. grows increasingly secularized, it appears that church and state are heading in different directions.  The more I understand Jesus’ message of the kingdom of God, the less alarm I feel over that trend.  

Yancey admits he would rather live in a Christian society, but believes we shouldn’t waste energy worrying as our country continues in a moral decline.  He believes the real challenge of Christians is to strive to be God’s kingdom in an increasingly hostile world.  There couldn’t have been a much more hostile world than the one in which the first century church blossomed and grew.  As Christians, we are to pray and to work for the kingdom of God to advance.  After all, Jesus has promised that the gates of hell will not prevail against his church, so ultimately our current situation doesn’t really offer much threat.
Jesus told his disciples, “In the world you face persecution.  But take courage; I have conquered the world!”  (John 16:33) He also told them:

When you hear of wars and rumors of wars, do not be alarmed; this must take place, but the end is still to come. (Matthew 24:6)
The presence of evil guarantees that history will be full of strife and that the world will look unredeemed.  For a period of time, the kingdom of God must exist alongside an active rebellion against God.  God’s kingdom advances slowly, humbly, like a secret invasion force operating within the kingdoms ruled by Satan.

Still, it’s not an easy thing to grasp or even accept.  Even Jesus’ closest disciples had difficulty grasping this double view of the kingdom.  After his death and resurrection, and they understood for sure that he would not come as a conquering king, still the disciples asked in Acts, “Lord, is this the time when you will restore the kingdom to Israel?”  Jesus brushed aside the question saying, “It’s not for you to know.”  Instead, he commanded them to carry word of him to the ends of the earth.

Only at Christ’s second coming will the kingdom of God appear in all its fullness.  In the meantime we work toward a better future, striving to align ourselves with God’s kingdom purposes.  We in the church have been given the task of displaying the signs of the kingdom of God, and the watching world will judge the merits of the kingdom by us.  And if we are doing that then we will be a society that welcomes people of all races and social classes, that is characterized by love and not polarization, that cares most for its weakest members, that stands for justice and righteousness in a world enamored with selfishness and decadence, a society in which members compete for the privilege of serving one another .
In our Gospel lesson this morning, the parable contains the promise that, in the wisdom of God, the weeds will ultimately be destroyed.  Evil is temporary; only the good will endure in a place of joy and hope.  Today we live in an imperfect world, and no human effort can eradicate that fact. But that was never our job anyway.  Instead, we are given the task of living as faithfully and as obediently as possible, serving God’s kingdom purposes, confident in the fact that the harvest is sure.  In Jesus’ name.  Amen. 
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