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Today we encounter more of Jesus’ parables.  Jesus’ objective in using parables 
was to excite our imaginations; to challenge us; to get us thinking in new ways.  
Today’s reading from Matthew ends with these words of Jesus: “Therefore every 
teacher of the law who has been instructed about the kingdom of heaven is like 
the owner of a house who brings out of his storeroom new treasures as well as 
old." (Matthew 13:52)  That’s the purpose, and also the wonder and beauty of 
parables.  Every time we dig into the storeroom we find the same old treasures.  
But if we remain open and search diligently, there are always new treasures to be 
found, as well. 

In today’s reading Matthew is giving us some beautiful images about the kingdom 
of heaven.  First, we need to be clear on what Matthew is talking about.  In both 
Mark and Luke it is reported that Jesus talked about the kingdom of God, while in 
Matthew’s gospel, he talks about the kingdom of “heaven.”  Why the difference?  
Speculation is that Matthew, who was writing for a predominantly Jewish 
audience, has simply chosen to follow the Jewish custom of avoiding writing the 
name of God.  He has chosen to do this by substituting “heaven” for God.  But 
Matthew, Mark, and Luke are all talking about the same thing: the reign of God on 
earth that Jesus came to proclaim.  They are not talking about some afterlife – 
they are talking about the here-and-now; the inbreaking of heaven here on earth. 

And what is the kingdom like?  Jesus shares so many images today it’s a little 
hard to follow what’s going on.  The kingdom is like a small amount of yeast that 
does its work of transformation in a very large amount of flour.  The kingdom is like 
a treasure hidden in a field that was so important to the man who found it that he 
sold everything he had in order to buy the field.  In the same way, it is so precious 
that it is like a pearl of such great value that a merchant sold all he had as well, so 
it could be his. 

But while the kingdom heaven is here, it is anything but perfect.  Jesus also tells 
us the kingdom is like a man who sowed good seed in a field, but an enemy came 
and sowed the field with bad seeds, too, and weeds sprang up.  As a result, the 
landowner had a field filled with wheat and weeds, growing together.  This upset 
and offended the landowner and his hired men, who suggested to the landowner 
they go right out and pull out all the weeds.  But the master tells them no, because 
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they are not capable of telling which plants are good and which are bad.  That 
determination will be made when it’s time for the harvest.  Jesus point is that here, 
in our field, the good and the bad are planted, side by side, but it is not our job to 
decide who is which.  Only God can do that. 

But the parable I want to focus on today is probably the best-known of Jesus’ 
similes: the kingdom is like a mustard seed.  “[I]t 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." (Matthew 13:32)  Now, the 
only problem with what Jesus has said is that mustard plants are actually small 
shrubs.  They do not grow into trees.  The tiniest of birds would have a difficult 
time perching on one without bending it to the ground.  But Jesus may have been 
engaging in a little hyperbole to make his point: that by the power of God, the 
mustard plant – the kingdom – can grow far beyond anything that humans have 
seen before, or are capable of imagining.  And as it grows, it provides a place of 
safety and rest to the creatures of God’s creation. 

But here is another factoid about mustard plants.  Did you know that the mustard 
shrub in Jesus’ time was a weed?  It still is, really.  By definition, a weed is simply 
a plant that will spread on its own if uncontrolled; that will grow where it is not 
wanted, and crowd out cultivated plants.  Mustard is sometimes cultivated today, 
but it will quickly become a weed if it is permitted to self-sow.  Mustard was not 
cultivated in Jesus’ time, but mustard plants grew wild throughout the area.   

Now, admittedly, the mustard shrub was and is a useful weed.  All parts of the 
plant are edible, so it was a source of nutrition.  As you know, its seeds add some 
spice to life when ground and mixed with water.  Mustard also has valuable 
medicinal properties.  But it was a weed, nevertheless.  So what Jesus is saying is 
that the kingdom of God is like a weed, deliberately planted by a farmer among his 
crops. 

It’s not a big deal for us when we hear Jesus suggest something like that, but it 
would have been a big deal for Jesus’ audience.  It would have been upsetting and 
offensive to the Hebrews who were listening.  It’s not only bad agriculture, it’s 
against the law.  The Hebrews were not permitted to grow two kinds of plants in 
the same field.  That clear prohibition comes right out of Leviticus: “Do not plant 
your field with two kinds of seed.” (Leviticus 19:19) Under Jewish law, if a mustard 
shrub were to be found growing in a field full of wheat, it would have to be torn out.  

Those listening to Jesus would have instantly recognized that the enemy sowing 
bad seeds in the field of the landowner was evil and utterly wrong.  And that the 
farmer sowing a mustard seed in his own field was a bad thing, too.  No one would 
ever deliberately plant a weed in the middle of his crops.  And the suggestion that 
this was the way God was planting his kingdom would have been scandalous to 
Jewish listeners.  But that’s what God did.  When God became one of us, he 
planted a weed – the seed of the kingdom, Jesus the Christ. 
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But Jesus, a weed?  Well, yes, think about it.  Wasn’t Jesus a weed – a plant 
growing where it wasn’t wanted; a plant that couldn’t be controlled;  a plant whose 
very presence broke the Law of Moses; a plant that offended the natural order of 
things?  Was Jesus ever welcomed into the garden by anyone who mattered?  
Jesus was ridiculed and criticized by all the “righteous” – the “cultivated” people.  
He was the stone the builders rejected.  He upset and offended people.  He was 
there to upset and offend people.  God intended him to grow unchecked, and to 
crowd out the things the world had been planting for centuries.  And the leaders of 
the world began plotting almost immediately for the day when they could finally 
pull him up by the roots so they could reclaim their field. 

And the message of Christ was scandalous – let’s face it.  It is no less offensive to 
some people today.  It stands in opposition to everything that society teaches us.  
It’s a message of loving everyone, even those we don’t like, of treating people the 
way we want to be treated, of turning the other cheek and forgiving.  It preaches 
mercy, compassion, and boundless generosity in a world that teaches us from the 
very earliest age that the priority is looking out for ourselves. 

Christ proclaimed God’s radical bias for the poor, the homeless, the powerless, 
and the dispossessed of society.  Christ’s saving work meant the last being first, 
and the first being last; the meek inheriting the earth; the wisdom of the world 
made foolish, the humble exalted and the mighty brought low.  Jesus even told us 
that death wasn’t what we thought it was.  Jesus had to be gotten rid of because 
he threatened the natural order of things.  The people who crucified Jesus made a 
mistake, but it wasn’t in failing to recognize what Jesus was.  He was a weed in 
their field, and they knew it.  Their mistake was in believing that they had the 
power to pluck out what God had planted.   

But the kingdom continues to grow, through us, through Christ’s church.  And 
when the church is at its best it displays all the best attributes of the mustard plant.  
It is a source of nourishment, gives life some seasoning, and has an amazing 
ability to bring healing.  And like the giant mustard tree that Jesus hypothesized, it 
is a place of safety and rest for all of God’s creation.  One person’s weed can be 
another person’s salvation. 

In your life as a Christian, have you ever thought of yourself as a weed?  You are 
a weed, you know, if you’re doing it right.  You probably didn’t get up this morning 
thinking “I’m going to do something that goes against the grain of society this 
morning.”  But have you ever really considered just how completely and utterly 
counter-cultural being a disciple of Jesus Christ is in this day and age?  That’s why 
it’s not easy.  But frankly, if we’re never rubbing the world the wrong way; if we are 
never giving voice to truths that make society feel a little uncomfortable, then 
maybe there’s something about discipleship we haven’t completely gotten yet.  
You see, when we look at the parable of the mustard seed this way, it points us 
toward the most paradoxical of missions: God calls us to be radically loving, 
accepting and hospitable to the world while offending it without compromise.  
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That’s no easy task. For that, we’ll need all the courage, and all the grace, that the 
Gardener can give us. 

For God so loved the world that God sent… a weed.   

Thank God. 


