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Over the years I have found that one of the most common reasons for people to hold back
from embracing faith is that they see examples of others who have indulged in great evil
and caused great suffering seemingly living untouchable and satisfying lives. Many cannot
understand how a God who is loving and omnipotent allows some who have lived kind and
innocent lives to suffer, while those who have committed atrocities are not seen to be
punished for them.

The parable of the wheat and the weeds perhaps addresses this very issue. Both the good
wheat planted by the farmer and the weeds sown by the adversary to try to undermine the
farmer’s crop spring up together, but when the servants ask if they should pull up the weeds,
they are told to leave them until the harvest when they will be separated out and thrown
away. The Great Harvest is often used in Biblical imagery to symbolise the end of time, when
Christ will come, as we declare in the Creed, to judge both the living and the dead.

Jesus’ interpretation of the story for his disciples is not merely uncompromising but clear
and even lurid: Those who have been evildoers — or who have caused others to sin — will be
cast into the furnace of fire, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. Meanwhile the
righteous will shine like the sun in the kingdom of their Father. Some evildoers do face justice and
punishment here on earth, but Jesus is assuring us that even those who do not appear to face
the consequences of their actions will still face God’s judgement. But in the meantime, God
leaves both wheat and weeds — those whom he shall eventually judge to be righteous or
evildoers — living lives here on earth which may be intertwined and hard for us to
distinguish.

The image of wheat and weeds co-existing in the sunshine until the time of God’s judgement
reminds us of two things. One is that this life is not all there is; Jesus” Resurrection, together
with parables like these, tell us that Death is not the end, and that even those who seem to
have profited in this life from the misery of others may find that they ultimately have to face
up to their sins. The other is that it is GOD himself who is our judge, who can truly
distinguish between the good wheat and the invading tares. Whilst a good and fair justice
system should be a part of every nation on earth, and whilst clear crimes should be
recognised as such and receive appropriate sentences, it is not for us to spend our time
passing judgement on others in our day to day lives.

I have been particularly conscious this week that we do not live in a kind world — that too
often we leap in to condemn, to decide for ourselves who is good and who is bad; to
victimise those who are different in any way, or who make mistakes, or who perhaps just
don’t look or act or vote like us. We may feel that we know the difference between wheat
and weeds, and yet ultimately it is for God to decide, and for us simply to love the



neighbours who share God’s creation with us until that time when Christ himself will come
with full knowledge to judge us all.

Social media has increased the human tendency to condemn, to “other”, to pass spontaneous
judgement on our fellow human beings without thinking about the cost and the human pain
and suffering which this can bring with it. Yes, we live alongside those whom God will
ultimately judge to have been evildoers, but it is also significant that the Gospel speaks of
those who are causes of sin (or in some translations of “stumbling”) as being amongst those
who shall be cast aside. All across the world, as well as close to home, we see people
expounding incendiary views, seeking to stir up their neighbours into condemning and
abusing others. Before we unthinkingly join in the echo chambers of unkindness, whether
these are passing judgement on individuals, groups, or nations, perhaps we should first
consider who might fall into the category of those who are causes of sin and stumbling.

As you know, I don’t generally preach “hellfire and brimstone” sermons, but the
combination of the inescapable message of this reading and my observation of judgement
and prejudice from the global to the national and the very local forum this week perhaps
reminded me of the importance of Christians living lives which are distinctive, kind and
non-judgemental. St Paul in his letter to the Romans has a different image for the end of time
for us to reflect on.

The whole of creation is groaning in labour, waiting for God to set it free from suffering and
enslavement, but, he says, we ourselves, who have the first fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly while
we wait for adoption, the redemption of our bodies. We can live in the promise of hope. God has
promised those who love him, those who lives righteous lives and those redeemed by his
grace that they will shine like the sun in the kingdom of the Father. But in the absence of
certainty about whom God will judge as righteous, we are not to step in to proclaim
judgement on others.

So often prejudice and hostility stem from fear, but we as Christians have no need to fear or
to condemn, as we have God as our rock and our Redeemer, he who will reward the
righteous and cast away the evildoer. Our first reading from Isaiah concluded:

Do not fear or be afraid; have I not told you from of old and declared it?

You are my witnesses! Is there any god besides me?

There is no other rock; I know not one.



