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Introduction… 
 Growing up in a small university town in Nova Scotia was interesting.  Across the street from us lived 

two university professors. The husband was the head of the math department and a staunch atheist.  The wife was 

a professor in the biology department and also a devout atheist.  Across town lived another math professor, also 

an outspoken atheist.  And then there was my dad, the overtly evangelical professor of theology at the divinity 

college.  Under normal circumstances, never would my dad cross paths with these three atheists, but in God’s 

robust sense of humour, the three sons in these families would become best friends from grades 7-10! 

 I spent hours in the homes of these devout atheists.  All three of us kids were in the concert band at school 

too, which meant frequent car pools to early morning rehearsals.  We spent many hours together and sometimes 

we even talked about issues of faith.  God must have chuckled that these staunch atheists, who would never 

intentionally invite an evangelical into their house for conversations about religion (or for any reason for that 

matter) frequently welcomed me into their homes to influence their sons! 

 As a further touch of God’s sense of irony, in university the math professor across the street from us was 

my thesis supervisor in my final year!  Although we never talked about issues of faith, my presence and success 

in the math department paid silent tribute to the fact that not all Christians are close minded, unthoughtful or 

uneducated.  I don’t think the depth of the irony of the situation hit me at the time.  I do know that by our final 

year of university, my supervisor’s son had dropped out of school and joined a vampire cult in Montreal and was 

involved in making leather and steel items for activities recently popularized by books like 50 Shades of Grey. I 

hope that my diligence as I prepared for graduate school was a silent witness in comparison to his son’s activities.  

I hope he wondered if perhaps there was something to this Christianity thing given the different paths these two 

sons took. 

 I remember another conversation I had in high school with the son of the other math professor.  My 

friend’s name was Adrian and I remember talking with him about the reliability of the NT.  He dismissed the NT 

out of hand as unreliable.  I countered by explaining to him the mountains of early historical copies and 

fragments of the NT that we have available to us today.  I said the evidence for the NT far outweighs that of any 

other ancient document.  In fact, we have hundreds more early copies of the NT than anything by Homer, Plato or 

Aristotle.  I said you have to hold all ancient documents to the same sorts of standards of evidence. 

But Adrian said, “I don’t care about those books.  I hold the Bible to higher standards because of the 

consequences if it’s true.”  In the moment I didn’t know how to respond. I knew that he said was flawed, but I 

couldn’t put it into words. Frankly, I was shocked at such a bald admission that he was willing to change the rules 

of evidence based on the outcome of what was being examined! 

Do you see what he was doing?  He was not using an objective standard of evidence.  He was not willing 

to hold to the broadly accepted historical standards of evidence for ancient documents. He wanted to choose the 

standards based on the potential results.  That’s not playing fair! 

Now, yes it is true that there are times you need to be more discerning than others.  Yes, it is true that the 

consequences of the Bible being reliable are different than if Homer’s Iliad is reliable.  If you’re going to commit 

your life to something, you want to make sure it’s reliable.   

But committing your life to the message of the Bible is a different question than the question of whether or 

not the documents themselves, the books of the NT, are reliable in historical terms.  It’s not ok to rig the systems 

of evidence based on the outcome you want.  Adrian didn’t want the NT to be true.  He didn’t want to have to 

face the consequences of Jesus being the Son of God, of his dying on the cross and being raised from the dead.  

He didn’t want it to be true because he didn’t want to face the responsibility that would put on him. He didn’t want 

to have to commit himself to Jesus. 

Now, it’s ok to have questions about the Bible. It’s ok to investigate before committing yourself. It’s ok to 
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wonder and have doubts.  In fact, it is good to have these questions because without them we would never learn!  

The Bible asks a lot of us. We would be wise to ask our questions and seek answers! 

But my friend wasn’t seeking answers. He was using his questions as a shield. He wasn’t interested in the 

truth. He was interested in escaping from responsibility.  He had legitimate questions about the reliability of the 

NT documents.  That’s good. What wasn’t good was that he was not willing to investigate these questions. He 

wasn’t willing to look for answers to these questions. He was only using his questions to shield himself from 

looking. And when somebody came to him and delivered the answers to his questions, he dismissed the answers 

because he didn’t like having his questions removed.  He changed the standards for the answers based on the 

results. 

It’s ok to have doubts. It’s ok to have questions. In fact, it’s good that we remain humble as we try to grasp, 

understand and relate to an infinite God.  What’s not ok is using our questions to avoid God, to avoid relating to 

him.  And it’s certainly not ok to use our questions as an excuse to be proud of our doubts, or arrogant about our 

questions.  That we have questions does not make us more or less intelligent.  Our questions do make us 

superior or our ideology superior. All they are are questions.  What matters is if we are willing to look for 

answers and when we find them are we willing to subject our ideology to those answers. 

In our message today, we are going to take a 2 pronged approach.  We are going to look at the fact that we 

all want to escape from responsibility to God, but that there will, in fact be a day of judgment on which we will be 

held responsible.  Along with this, though, we are going to examine another important theme- the problem of 

evil.  Many atheists challenge Christianity based on the problem of evil. If God is good, they argue, then why is 

there so much evil in the world? At first glance, these two themes may not seem related. That’s ok, because our 

passage today, the parable of the wheat and the weeds, ties them together nicely. 

Text 
 Let’s turn together to our passage today, found in Matthew 13:24-30; 36-43. We will come back to the 

question of responsibility in a minute, but first let’s look at the text. 

The Parable 
 This is one of those parables that Jesus has to explain to his disciples.  They come to him in verse 36 

asking him what it means.  The first thing we need to learn from this is that, as I mentioned before, it’s ok to have 

questions!  It’s ok to be seeking, to not know and to wonder.  What’s not ok is to use your questions as a 

shield, to use them to avoid seeking answers, or to escape from responsibility. 

 Similarly, notice that they asked Jesus what it meant.  They didn’t wait for an angel on a golden chain to 

descend and give them supernatural revelation about the meaning of the parable. They had to ask and investigate 

for themselves.  The understanding required for fruitful discipleship comes not from supernatural revelations, 

but from asking questions of Jesus. “Discipleship is ‘continuing education’ in the school of the 

historical-[Biblical] Jesus.” [Frederick Dale Bruner, Matthew Vol 2, p. 40]  Today we can’t ask Jesus directly, 

but we can ask pastors.  That’s what we’re here for! 

What is it that Jesus is teaching here?  In the parable, the Sower sows wheat in his field. Along comes an 

enemy who sows weeds among the wheat. [pic]  The weed was probable something called “darnell,” a poisonous 

plant related to wheat that is virtually indistinguishable from wheat until the ears form.” [RT France, Matthew, p. 

225] There was actually a law in the Roman Empire against doing exactly this, so likely Jesus was taking from a 

real life example. [France, p. 225] What this tells us is that in the parable, the enemy sowed the weeds as a 

deliberate act of revenge! [France, p. 225]  

It is important to note, from a theological stand point, that the enemy was not able to uproot the good seed, 

the wheat. So he was only able to contaminate it by intermixing weeds among it!  And it is significant that the 

weeds are not alongside the wheat, but right in among the wheat.  The children of God and the children of the 

devil often stand side by side. It is not a question of clear lines drawn between the two groups! [Bruner, p. 27] 

The appearance of the weeds when the wheat starts to sprout heads, when it is finally noticeable that the 

weeds are there, prompts two questions from the workers. The first is theological, “How can this be? How can 

this evil have happened?” and the second is ethical: “What do we do about the evil we see?” [Bruner, p. 27] 

The Sower says that they are to do nothing. Darnell has stronger roots than wheat, so if one were to pluck 

up the weeds, one may also damage the wheat next to it. [France p. 225]  So instead, the Sower tells them to wait, 
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to be patient.  There is a time of harvest coming and at that time the wheat will be ready to be pulled out, and the 

weeds along with it. Then, and only then, will the Sower divide the two groups and deal with them appropriately.  

The weeds will be thrown into the fire, which may not actually be an allusion to the fires of Hell.  In areas in 

which wood was scarce, Darnell was burned for fuel. [France, p. 227] 

 The disciples are not sure what this parable means, so a little while later, when they were alone with Jesus, 

they asked him to explain it.  The first thing to notice is that one would expect the Sower to be God, but in verse 

37 Jesus says the Sower is the Son of Man!  That is, the Sower is Jesus! This shows us high regard that the Gospel 

of Matthew has for Jesus. It is another indication that the Gospel writers did believe Jesus was God, and that Jesus 

declared himself to be God. [Bruner, p. 41] 

 Jesus’ explanation of the parable tells us that this is a parable about the problem of evil in the world.  

There are a number of interesting things to draw out from the parable. First, Jesus identifies that the source of 

evil is not God, but God’s enemy.  Actually, technically speaking, the Son of Man’s enemy- Jesus’ enemy- the 

devil.  Jesus takes the devil seriously.  Today, in many churches, the devil is ignored or washed away as a 

primitive belief that we have surpassed or outgrown.  “This is not a good idea! For the ignored devil sneaks in by 

back doors…. [A] rationally denied devil rather than a Christ-conquered devil, is a dangerous reality.” [Bruner, p. 

41-42]  We should not make too big a deal out of the devil- Jesus has beaten him, but we must not also deny his 

existence or he will sneak in under our noses because we’re not looking for him. 

 The second thing to draw out of this parable is that Jesus says that there will be a decisive day of 

judgment in the future. When it comes to the problem of evil today, in the world around us now, Jesus’ 

instructions are that we are to be patient.  He doesn’t address the issue of evil in the day to day experience of it, 

but instead points to the future.  And he takes upon himself the responsibility to deal with evil head on. [Bruner, 

p. 41] 

 This is to be an encouragement to Christ’s followers, an encouragement to the church.  We can find hope 

and peace in the knowledge that Jesus will eventually bring evil doers to justice. Jesus will eventually deal with 

the problem of evil with justice and in an effective, permanent way. 

 Again, like the idea of the devil, many Christians today “poo poo” the idea of a Day of Judgment.  Many 

Christians either deny it will happen, or abuse the concept using it to strike fear into people, or are too smug in 

their own sense of self-righteousness to take appropriate stock of their own shame to be faced on that day.  Rarely 

do we hear solid discussions on the Day of Judgment these days.  It is a lost doctrine for many.  Often, even 

those of us who believe in it, find it embarrassing to talk about. “But Jesus unapologetically refers [his] disciples 

to a divine justice at the end of history. If Jesus was not ashamed of a final judgment, why should his disciples 

be?” [Bruner, p. 30] 

 On that day, all those who are “scandals” and who live lawlessly will be gathered up for judgment.  This 

is our word “skandalon” from our series on the Bait of Satan a year or so ago. It is frequently translated 

“stumbling block” and refers to the bait in a trap.  So all those people who are stumbling blocks, who trip other 

people up and lead them into sin, along with those who live without boundaries, who live like God has not given 

us rules to live by, will face judgment. 

 At this point it is tempting for those of us who go to church, for those of us who identify ourselves as 

Christians, to sit back and think this refers to “them,” to “those people.” But we must take note that the weeds and 

the wheat are intermixed. There are no clear lines separating them. Those who are to be removed are “within” or 

“among” the wheat.  This should cause all Christians to pause and ask themselves tough questions! 

 So this is the parable and its explanation.  What does it mean?  How does it relate to people wanting to 

avoid or escape from responsibility? What does it have to do with our series, “Think ‘Different’?” What does it 

have to do with the problem of evil in the world? 

Explanation 
 As way of explanation, let me try to put the lessons of this parable into perspective in terms of the 

Christian worldview. That is, let me spell out how they shape the way Christians understand, view and interpret 

reality around us. 

 We witness or experience evil in our world on a daily basis. Whether we experience it directly or witness 

it on the news, we are regularly reminded that all in the world is not as it should be!  CS Lewis once quipped that 
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of all the doctrines in Christianity the doctrine of original sin is the one with the most empirical evidence! 

 As we wrestle with evil, we deal with it on a variety of levels. We have intellectual questions about evil, 

such as why God allows it to exist.  We have experiential or existential questions about it- why am I experiencing 

this particular expression of evil in my life right now. We have moral or ethical questions about evil- what are we 

to do in the face of evil? How do we combat evil?  And those questions can take place both internally and 

externally. What do we do about the evil we see in the world around us? What do we do about the evil we find 

residing within us? 

 All worldviews, Christian and non-Christian alike, must wrestle with these problems. It is not enough for 

the atheist to point to evil in the world and say it is proof there is no God.  The atheist must also provide a more 

satisfactory explanation for evil in all its varied forms and in the breadth of ways we experience it.  But we will 

get to that in a minute. 

 Within the Christian framework, what this parable tells us is that yes, there is evil in the world. Yes, 

God is aware of it. No, God did not cause the evil in the world. In fact, it was caused by the enemy of God.  

So yes, there is an enemy of God. No, he is not all powerful. The enemy of God was not able to destroy the 

wheat, only to corrupt it or contaminate it. 

 When confronted with evil, it is legitimate to ask “What should we do?”  Within the Christian worldview, 

part of our role is to combat evil and the effects of sin. But we are not to do it in a way that uproots the wheat. It 

may be tempting. It may seem expedient to tear out the weeds violently. But we run the risk of doing more damage 

than good.  So we must be wise and patient as we experience evil in the world.  

 God does have a solution to the problem of evil. He is neither blind to it nor powerless against it. But 

God’s perspective is different than ours, and certainly much broader.  So God is willing to wait until the 

fulfilment of history to deal with evil decisively. God is going to bring judgment. In the meantime he is willing to 

wait until then. We must be willing to wait as well. 

Application 
 So what are we to do with this?  If this is part of the Christian worldview, and we are Christians trying to 

live within a Christian worldview, how do we apply this? How is this different from other worldviews? 

 We’re going to tackle this on two levels. First is the intellectual or philosophical level, addressing the 

problem of evil. Second is the experiential level as we wrestle with our own experience of evil both in the world 

and in ourselves. 

 Many atheists or antagonists to Christianity point to the evil in the world and ask the challenging question, 

“If God is so good, why is there so much evil in the world?” It’s funny that at the same time our culture is trying to 

rid itself of its Christian heritage and trying to be free of all reference to Christianity, we then ask where God is. 

We are removing Jesus from Christmas. In fact, it’s not even Christmas any more, it’s “the holidays.” Christian 

imagery around Christmas is being removed from government property, but also even from all public spaces too. 

For instance, people complain about religious Christmas music being played in shopping centres, sometimes even 

just the tunes being played without the words because the tunes remind people of the words! Even in the States, as 

far back as 2004, the Christmas tree on Capitol Hill was called “The People’s Tree” to appease the irreligious. 

[Ravi Zacharias, Beyond Opinion, p. 179-180]  We in North America are systematically erasing all public 

references to Jesus and God. 

 But when a disaster happens, like a Tsunami or terrorist attack, people ask, “Where is God in this? Why 

has God allowed this to happen?”  Now we should take note that it is the Atheists asking the Christians, “Where 

is God?”  For Hindus and Buddhists, natural disasters and other tragedies are just the outworking of karma. There 

is no question of it being “evil” that must be stopped or dealt with. It is the out working of karma in people’s lives. 

[Zacharias, p. 180] 

 Similarly, the naturalist cannot object to the evil of natural disasters, at least.  For the naturalist, morality 

is relative.  Right and wrong are subjective. Natural disasters are not evil, they are just unfortunate. [Zacharias, p. 

180] 

 But the argument against God based on evil is still advanced, even if those advancing it do not provide a 

better explanation of evil.  We should always remember, when faced with such questions, to ask how the 

questioner would explain it within their own worldview. 
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 Usually, however, the attack takes the following form: 1) There is evil in the world. 2) If there is a God, 

he would have done something about it. 3) Nothing has been done about it. 4) Therefore there is no God. 

 Now, here is where the gospel comes in.  Look at point 3- that nothing has been done about it.  This is 

where the argument falls down. The Christian understanding is that yes, God has done something about. He has 

done something quite incredible in fact! He has come down to earth himself, clothed himself in flesh and bone, 

and born the eternal consequences of our evil upon himself! Then, he broke the laws of sin and death, he broke the 

laws of nature even, being raised from the dead in a resurrected body. That is what has been done and there is 

more that will be done in the future.  

 This is where the parable comes in.  Yes, there is evil now. Yes, it is confusing and difficult for us to deal 

with. But be patient.  The God who has shown himself in Jesus, who had demonstrated his power in the 

resurrection, has also promised that in the future he has decisive plans to deal with the evil we see now.  

It’s not a question of whether or not something will be done, but when it will be done. Out of care and concern for 

that which is not evil (the wheat) God allows evil to continue because obliterating evil would take a lot of good 

with it. 

 That’s the intellectual or philosophical answer to the problem of evil as evidence there is no God. We 

could, and someday should, go into more depth on this subject. The problem of evil is a thorny one. As Christians, 

we understand the depth of the problem of evil when we look at the lengths even God, the all knowing, all 

powerful deity, had to go to in order to deal with it- the incarnation, the atonement and the resurrection! 

 But we must also address the problem of evil on another level- the experiential level.  For the problem of 

evil is not just a problem out there, it is also a problem in here. “We are not merely observers of the reality of evil. 

We are involved in it beyond any mere academic discussion.” [Zacharias, p. 180] 

 And this brings us back to my friend Adrian. This brings us back to our title- the escape from 

responsibility.  It is easy for us to look at the evil around us, it is easy for us to look at other people perpetrating 

heinous acts and cry out to God, “Why don’t you do something to stop them?!?”  We often wish God would 

supernaturally intervene to prevent evil people from doing evil things.  
 But what about when we want to do evil things?  Now, I don’t think many of us fantasize about carrying 

out terrorist attacks.  I doubt many of us dream of committing murder. But what about those times that we do 

desire to do wrong? What about those times we do want to lust after someone or something.  What about those 

times we do want to look good, so we badmouth someone else. What about those times we do hunger after wealth, 

or power or control?   

I know there have been times in my life when I was tempted to do something and, much to my shame, it 

was not a battle with temptation. A battle implies me putting up a fight!  There have been times when I decided I 

wanted to succumb to the temptation and God, in his mercy, put speed bumps in my path. In his grace, he tried to 

turn me aside from my collision course with sinful behaviour. Have you ever experienced that?  Have you have 

had trouble trying to carry out a plan to sin? 

How did you respond?  I know that sometimes I allow God to redirect me. But sadly there are far too 

many other times in which I resent God for putting a speed bump in my way. I experience the speed bump, but 

harden my heart and strengthen my resolve to carry out my sin.  I resist God’s grace and continue to seek ways to 

give in to the temptation.  And the saddest part is that I resent God for trying to save me from myself!  In these 

moments, God is a gentleman. He steps aside and lets me go. And I reap the reward of my own sinfulness. I 

indulge the sin that lives within me and all that comes with it. 

So when I see somebody else committing evil, sinful acts, I cry out and wonder where God is?  I resent 

God for not interfering in their heart, in their mind, in their body in order to stop them. But when my turn comes 

around, when it’s my turn to commit a sinful act, when it’s my turn to indulge in evil, what happens?  God sets 

out to intervene in my life. I have, after all, committed my life to him. I have submitted to him as my Lord.  So it 

is his prerogative to intervene.  But I resist him. I, his beloved child, resist him!  And then I resent him for 

interfering! 

If I, a Christian, one who has given my life to God because God has given me new life, continue in my own 

sinful behaviour in spite of God’s attempts to stop me, what should I expect from people who are still in open 

rebellion against God?  Why should I expect God to interfere when a non-believer wants to sin when I resist 
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him when he tries to interfere when I want to sin? 

 We are desperate to escape from responsibility. We don’t want to deal with the consequences of our own 

sinfulness. We don’t like experiencing the consequences of other people’s sinfulness. We complain to God when 

that happens. We ask where he is and why he’s not stopping evil from happening to us or around us. But when it 

comes to our turn to do evil, we don’t want to be held responsible. We don’t want to be prevented from acting out 

our will, from satisfying our desires for sinful things. We want to escape from responsibility. 

 This is where the Christian worldview provides such a rich, robust answer to the problem of evil.  

Christianity addresses the intellectual, or the global problem of evil.  Christianity says God will deal with evil 

ultimately at the end of time when Christ returns. God is patient with evil, but he is not lax with evil. [Bruner, p. 

42]  We are the impatient ones. 

 But Christianity also addresses the experiential, the personal side of evil. Christianity calls me out on my 

own contribution to the evil in the world.  Christianity names me part of the problem!  But it doesn’t leave me 

there. It not only names my malady, it also provides the solution.  Jesus provides the treatment for my disease.  

Jesus addresses the evil in the world and also the evil in me, in my own heart.  Jesus provided payment for the 

eternal consequences of my sin on the cross. And he provides the Holy Spirit to work in me now to battle 

the ongoing struggle in my heart with indwelling sin.  That is the true root of the problem of sin- your heart 

and mine. And Jesus, more than any other religion or worldview out there, provides a solution to that problem. 

Bringing It Home 
 So how do we bring this home? What does this mean for you and me? What does it mean for our loved 

ones who don’t know the Lord? What does it mean when we see evil in the world? What does it mean for that one 

person we want to reach for Jesus? 

 First, it’s ok to have doubts. It’s ok to have questions.  In fact, it’s good to have questions! Questions can 

prompt us to search, learn and grow.  But sometimes people use questions as an excuse. They use the fact 

that they have questions to escape from responsibility. They use the fact that they have questions to avoid 

committing to Jesus, to avoid being held responsible for their response to the Son of God.  Instead of allowing 

their questions to spur them on to find answers, they allow their questions to hold them up, to cause them to 

stagnate in their doubts, to stop seeking or trying to learn. 

 So if you have questions- that’s ok! That’s good in fact! But don’t let your questions become an excuse to 

not find answers. And don’t let your doubts or desire to escape from responsibility change the way you accept or 

evaluate the answers.  And trust me, there are answers! 

 Second, the problem of evil is a sticky one.  We see evil and wonder what God is doing about it. We must 

remember that God has done a lot about the problem of evil. He sent his Son to die for our role in the evil in the 

world and he’s promised to do more in the future. What we may see as inactivity against evil is actually patience 

born out of love for those who may come to know God in the future. God’s concern is so great for his own 

children that he will not risk hurting them by obliterating the evil in the world. 

 If you are one of God’s children, don’t be surprised to find yourself in among the weeds.  In the parable, 

the emphasis is on the weeds surrounding the wheat, but we can flip that around. I was an ear of wheat that had the 

opportunity to witness to many weeds growing up!  Being friends with the sons of atheists gave me rich 

opportunities to bear witness both to them and their parents the love of Christ and the work he was doing in me. 

 It can be difficult having to rub shoulders, or come in daily contact with weeds. But take it as an 

opportunity to share the love of Christ with them. Take it as an opportunity to “reach one.” 

 Finally, understand that God sees the problem of evil on a different scale than we do. We complain 

about the big events that make the news, or the horrific events that affect us or people we know. But God sees the 

very depth of the problem of evil. He sees the evil in gossip and slander. He sees the evil in idolatry, lust, greed, 

dishonesty and envy. God sees the evil that doesn’t make the news. God sees the evil that doesn’t even get spoken, 

but just gets thought or dreamed.  The problem of evil is the problem of every human heart. For God to do a 

proper job with evil means doing something about every human heart ever. And if he is going to save some, and 

not obliterate every human heart, then it’s going to take some time to work out the solution. 

 The problem of evil is not just “out there,” but “in here.”  Either Jesus takes the consequences on himself 

when we surrender to him, or we will take the consequences upon ourselves on the day of judgment.  God has 
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given us the choice.  He confronts us with a choice in his Son. Either we respond in repentance or rebellion, but 

we always respond. And justice will be carried out either way. There is no escape from responsibility. Amen. 


