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Matthew 13:24-30

In the course of our Lord’s ministry, He uttered many parabolic
sayings. The parable was a favorite form of his instruction. As we
have seen last Sunday, no parable can do justice to all the facts.
Every parable contains details which are not intended to convey
any lesson, although necessary to complete the picture, or to im-
press it upon our mind. A parable should be understood according
to the main theme it intends to convey. Many of the parables can
be best understood when viewed in connection with the circum-
stances which called them forth. Like the parable of the unjust
steward which we studied last Sunday, the parable of the tares is
also a parable which is hard to expound. There have been age-
long disputes about its meaning, especially with regard to the
scope of this parable. Do the tares mean bad men in the church,
and consequently, the mingled crop is a description of the church
only? Or does it have a wider scope than instruction in the matter
of church discipline? No matter what answer we may give to this
question, the essential meaning of this parable seems clear
enough. It describes the mixture of good and evil in this world; it
indicates that the mixture of good and evil will exist till the end of
this world; it points out that despite the antagonistic action of evil
towards good, good will continue to grow and will eventually
prevail over evil.
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The tare is a name for a weed called darnel, which grows
to about the same height as wheat. This kind of weed grows in
Palestine to this day. In its early stages, it is impossible to distin-
guish it from wheat. Once it has its ears out, the difference be-
comes obvious, but by that time, the roots of the two are so inex-
tricably entangled or interwoven that any attempt to pull up the
one will have the result of tearing up the other by the root. As a
rule, the separation of the wheat from the darnel weed is left till
after the threshing.

The parable indicates that the poisonous weed called dar-
nel was planted, not accidentally, but with malicious intent by an
enemy. Human beings, ancient or modern, all over the world are
the same with regard to their sinful nature. They all are revengeful
and want to do malicious things to their enemies if they can. In
the ancient world, one of the commonest ways of venting hatred
was to sow bad seeds in another man’s field. And in ancient Pal-
estine, where only a poor living could be eked out of the soil, such
an act could indeed be terribly damaging.

When the servants discovered that there were tares among
the wheat, they asked their master, “Sir, did you not sow good
seed in your field? Why there are tares?” The master said, “An
enemy has done this.” These words remind us of the grim reality
of evil in the world. Indeed, wickedness is wicked, not an
“illusion” (as the Christian Science people maintain), but false
wheat or tares in the field of human life. It is not “immaturity” as
many modern evolutionists suggest, but a demonism, beyond
mere human control and power, that corrupts the will. As one of
the modern philosophers, namely Nikolai Berdyaev, points out,
there is a demonic element in modern history. It seems undeniable
that there is in history a malevolent force which deliberately seeks
to sabotage the purpose of God. We may give different names to
this malevolent force—devil, Satan, or collective iniquity, but
there is no doubt that such a power does exist. Can we explain
away the last two world wars and the present threat of total anni-
hilation by nuclear war in terms of “immaturity” or
“maladjustment” alone? The truth is that there is a malicious force
at work behind the scenes, sowing the seeds of discord and hatred,
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planting the poisonous plant of suspicion and fear among the na-
tions, and thwarting our best efforts to establish justice and order,
peace and harmony among different races and nations. When we
contemplate the tension of international relations and consider
how human ingenuity and national wealth are wastefully spent on
developing weapons of destruction, we can only say, “An enemy
has done this.”

The servants in the parable suggest that they will go and
gather those tares up right away. But the master says, “Let both
wheat and tares grow together until the harvest. For the roots of
the two are now so inextricably interlaced that one cannot be
pulled up without dragging the other after it.”

This parable, of course, has a bearing on Jesus’ attitude
toward sinners. It is quite understandable that the disciples of Je-
sus were puzzled by the tolerance of Jesus toward sinners. They
were brought up as orthodox Jews, and had accepted the tradi-
tional belief that the Messiah, when He came, would establish the
pure community of God’s elect, but Jesus, whom they believed to
be the Messiah, appeared to be so incredibly tolerant. He wel-
comed all sorts and conditions of men. He sat down with publi-
cans and sinners, and included among His friends people like
Zacchaeus, the tax collector, and Mary Magdalene, a notorious ex
-prostitute. John the Baptist was so strict and exclusive in his em-
phasis. Why was Jesus so incredibly tolerant?

If the disciples of Jesus were puzzled, the Pharisees were
shocked and outraged by Christ’s behavior. As we all know, the
Pharisees regarded themselves as the holy community, the elect
of God, and they looked down on the masses as the children of
darkness. But Jesus preferred the company of social and moral
outcasts, and even declared that the publicans and harlots would
go into the kingdom of God before the Pharisees. What a shock-
ing behavior and utterance!

It seems that our Lord in the parable hints at the reason
for His unusual tolerance. This is not yet the hour of final judg-
ment. The chief purpose of His first coming into the world is not
to condemn the world but to save sinners (John 3:17). Moreover,
in fact, no one can claim to be a field without weeds. In fact, we
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are all tares, for we all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of
God. The Pharisees especially should be thankful for the tolerance
of Jesus for they are the greatest of all sinners, and consider them-
selves morally superior to others.

Sometimes we wonder why God allows the enemies of
His church to exist for so long. With the souls under the altar, that
is, the souls of those who have been slain for the word of God and
for the witness they have borne, we cry out with a loud voice, “O
Sovereign Lord, holy and true, how long before thou wilt judge
and avenge our blood on those who dwell upon in the earth?” Yet,
the parable of the tares tells us, “Be patient!” For God will not
endlessly tolerate unholiness. There is a coming judgment which
will ultimately separate the wheat from the tares, the good from
the evil. As the Apostle Peter reminds us, “The Lord is not slow
about His promise as some count slowness, but is forbearing to-
ward you, not wishing that any should perish, but that all should
reach repentance” (II Peter 3:9). On the other hand, He does ex-
pect us to learn lessons from the divine patience as shown in this
parable. Indeed, we should be very careful in ecclesiastical deal-
ings with errors of opinion and faults of conduct. It would be
tempting sometimes to get rid of all the awkward people in the
church. But there is the danger that in the end we shall have only
a set of obnoxious, pious prigs in our church, who are like the
Pharisees, regarding themselves as morally superior to others, yet
who are abominable in the sight of God. The truth is that the
church can never be pure in this world, because the roots of good
and evil in society are so desperately mixed up. More often than
not, the Christians who seek to drive the bad people out of the
church succeed only in being worse than the people they seek to
cast out.

This does not mean that our Lord opposes the practice of
church discipline. In fact, He himself teaches that if a person re-
fuses to listen to the admonition of the church about his wrongdo-
ings, he should be regarded as a Gentile and a tax collector. The
Kingdom of Heaven is to be developed, and spread through, the
whole earth. The world belongs to Christ not only when it is filled
with the kingdom, but before the sowing. What is sown is “the
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word”; what springs from the seed is the new life of the receiver.
Men become children of the kingdom by taking the Gospel into
their hearts, and thereby receiving a new principle of growth,
which in truth becomes themselves.

Side by side with the sower’s beneficent work, the counter
-working of his enemy goes on. As the one, by depositing holy
truth in the heart, makes men “children of the kingdom,” the oth-
er, by putting evil principles therein, makes men “children of
evil.” Indeed, there is a personal antagonist of Christ, and his con-
tinuous agency in the corruption of mankind cannot be denied.
The Bible tells us, false Christs and false Apostles dog the true
Christ and true apostles like their shadows. In spite of this antago-
nism, the Kingdom of Heaven will advance in the midst of it and
will slowly conquer the antagonistic force.

The parable also teaches us that the roots of good and evil
in society are so inextricably interwoven that separation is impos-
sible without destroying its whole texture. For example, a great
many Christians think that Communism is unqualifiedly and ab-
solutely evil. It is of the Devil. This might well be so. And in my
opinion, it is so at least to the extent that it advocates atheism and
sows seeds of hatred in the hearts of people. But considering the
fact that Russian communism has now survived for more than
half a century and that even in this country there are quite a few
intelligent and highly educated people being attracted by the ide-
ology of communism, it seems undeniable that there is at least
some good in it. On the other hand, no one, I think, will deny that
the democracy we are familiar with is tainted and partially cor-
rupt. Again, the truth is that the roots of good and evil in the com-
plex of human relationship are so intertwined that in practice it is
not possible to separate them. And I suspect the idea that there is
no other way than the use of atomic weapons to destroy com-
munism will only result in a total annihilation of mankind.

Now let us look at the individual personality. This parable
seems to teach us a lesson also. The Apostle Paul says, “I do not
do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I do.” In-
deed, there is a mingling of good and evil desires in our hearts,
and a split personality in our deeper selves. Some people think
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that we Christians being crucified with Jesus should be able to
make ourselves completely free from sin. But the truth is that
there are tensions and contradictions in our beings which cannot
be denied, and they will continue to exist as long as we live in this
world. The correct attitude of a Christian to the tension and con-
tradiction in his heart is not to deny or conceal the existence of
them but to appeal to the grace of God. Although he knows that
he can never completely get rid of sin this side of time, he knows
also that by the grace of God he can see to it that the wheat of sal-
vation gets a chance to grow and proliferate, so that the tares of
sin can be kept in check. By the grace of God, he can, if he wills,
become a new creature in Christ day by day, and yield himself to
God as a man who has been brought from death to life, and dedi-
cate his members to God as instruments of righteousness.

The parable tells us that, de-
spite the tares in the midst, the wheat
will grow and a harvest will be reaped. :
These words of our Lord imply both a § §
promise and a warning. It is a promise, _,
because it gives us the assurance that
nothing will ultimately hinder the |
growth of God’s kingdom or to prevent
His Word from attaining its goal. It is a
warning, because it indicates clearly 7
that God will not endlessly tolerate un- §
holiness. There is a coming judgment
which will ultimately separate the wheat from the tares, the good
from the evil. Are you willing to learn lessons from the promise
and warning of our Lord?

Editor’s Note: This article is reprinted here by permission. If you
would like to purchase Rev. Chow’s book, please contact Mr. Tim-
othy Chow and he can be reached via email

[tchow@alum.mit.edu]. €
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