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In the context of the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus has moved from clear and comforting teachings, such as the Sermon on the Mount, to speaking in parables. These parables are leaving his listeners confused, because there is a great amount of ambiguity between the details of the parable and the meaning. And not everyone is interpreting them correctly.


Last week's parable, you may remember, was the infamous sower and the seed. It ended on a good note, with the seed that fell on good soil producing a hundredfold, sixty, thirty crop. We rejoice that the seed, the Word of God, was planted in our hearts by someone. Maybe it was your parents bringing you to the font to be baptized. Maybe it was a school friend or relative that told you about Jesus. However the seed was planted, God watered it and the seed grew into faith and here you are, a fruit bearing plant for Jesus. Praise God that He not only called you to faith, but has daily sustained you in that faith, and will continue to do so until the day you are called home. 


Most days, our walk with Christ goes fairly well. There are those days, however, that are not so nice and easy. In fact, sometimes, it feels like we're living in a jungle. Such days leave us sorely tempted to hide our Christianity, for sometimes, the weeds can get the best of us and beat us down.


Yes, it's a jungle out there in the world, and the jungle often invades every aspect of life. Things would be so much better if we were not so inundated by those confounded weeds. They pop up everywhere and at the most inopportune time. How we wish the weeds would remain in their own roped off section of the field. They tend to spread everywhere, especially where they are not welcome or wanted. Much to our disdain, they have sprung up in the one place we hope and pray they would not. 


This is shocking to think about. While we expect there to be sin and evil out there in the jungle of the world, we so do not want them to be in here, in God's garden. This house of God, this sanctuary, should be just that. A sanctuary. A place of refuge, a field where the weeds are banned from poking their thistly heads about. This is a place of good soil that has vital nutrients for the  sustenance of faith. Lock the doors and spray the herbicide. Put up a sign: No weeds allowed.  


Yet, they're here. Why? You know why. They're here because we drag them in with us. We all do. We all come here with weeds clinging to us like those vines that grow everywhere in Florida. Weeds are here because we bring them here. 


We're covered with them. We've got physical ailments, emotional burdens, mental strain. We've got a 30-gallon garbage bag of grudges and a three ring binder full of complaints. Complaints against the other plants. Grudges against our fellow members of the family of God. Don't tell me you don't. I know better. 


The person you greet here on Sunday morning with a hearty “How ya doin?” and a compassionate hug is just as much a sinner as the person you avoid like the plague. The person sitting next to you, be they family or friend, is equally as sick as the person you hope you don't have to sit next to. 


What's worse, we can sometimes be weeds ourselves. Every church is filled with the people of God who publicly confess the Gospel, yet often fight and quarrel with each other, just like the world does. We're the army of God and more often than not, we shoot our own wounded. We blame and offend. We hurt and belittle. We stab backs and stomp on feelings. 


And yes, even pastors do so. Pastors can be real jerks sometimes, and I know you'll agree. They can be unfeeling and inconsiderate. They sometimes say things they shouldn't and react in ways that are not befitting a Christian, let alone a man of God. They too hurt and offend. They too point fingers everywhere but at themselves. As every church has found out, not one single pastor walks on water or raises the dead. 


The jungle has intruded into the church.  Evil can become so intertwined in our lives, as weeds are intertwined with plants, that it affects every aspect of our lives, be it on the job, at home, in public, and yes at church. It can be extremely disheartening to be part of a church that looks and acts just like the world. If the church cannot be apart from the world, different from the world, so radically different that the difference can be seen, then what hope is there? The temptation might be to curl up in a self-protected ball and withdraw. 


What are we to do? First, we must acknowledge that we have all added to the weed infestation. All of us have been mean in our talk and spiteful in our actions. We have been selfish and self-centered, more concerned with our own egos than another's reputation. We have blamed everyone else but ourselves. No one is excluded. No one here can say they have not helped make things go from bad to worse. We're all at fault and we all need to do the same thing.


Repent. Honestly. Humbly. Completely. Repentance is the first step toward fixing the problems in any congregation and it doesn't take outside experts to tell you that. Every Christian, every sinner who has become familiar with the Law of God and the grace of God, knows this to be true. Forgiveness is not given until there is confession. There must be a death before there can be a resurrection. Pardon is not bestowed until the sinner turns to God in penitence and faith. 


In faith and humble repentance, we then, both as the body of Christ and as individual members of that body, turn to the Lord and confess our sins to Him. God then comes speedily with his grace and peace. Without fail, without delay, the Lord upholds his promise to cleanse us from all unrighteousness. His love covers the multitude of our sins and the sins of our neighbors, friends, and enemies. With his amazing grace, he forgives us and removes the weeds that cling to us. He takes our punishment and suffers on the cross for us. 


Now, cleansed, reconciled and made new, we turn from our sins to live a new life, a life that gives evidence of who we are, God's beloved. We are free from the entanglement of the weeds that threatened to choke the life out of us. We are liberated from the old nature to live as God's people. People who know how to live a better life, a holier life, a life that brings God glory and peace with each other. People who respect and love and honor one another above ourselves. 


By his dying on the cross, the forgiveness of sins is ours. No longer must we suffer under the terrors of guilt and the Law. We don't have to earn forgiveness, it is a gift freely given by the Father, through the Son. It is God's promise, that if we confess our sins, He is faithful and He will forgive us. Every one of us. This is where it all starts. Repentance and faith. Confession and forgiveness. 


Having received this wondrous and life-giving gift of forgiveness in Christ, the next step is to turn to others and do likewise. Because we are God's redeemed children, this is what we do. We learn and practice forgiveness because we have experienced it. We give it because we have received it. It's not only what we do, but who we are. We are forgivers. That's why the church is different from the world. Unconditional forgiveness and unbounded love are what make this place a true sanctuary. Here, we are brothers and sisters in Christ. The world will know we are His disciples because forgiveness and love are spoken and given and conveyed here. 


But it will not be easy. And it will not be a quick fix either. You may have been hurt deeply. You may feel an acute bitterness that is keeping you from forgiving another person. Maybe you're waiting for them to finally get up the nerve to apologize to you. So you wait. And wait. And the bitterness and the grudges grow and fester. Or, in the words of the parable, the weeds get bigger and many. 


If you find that things here are not as they used to be or that you are unhappy with others here,  the place to start is with yourself. Have you wronged someone here? Go to them, admit your fault, and beg for forgiveness. Be reconciled to them as you are reconciled to your Father in heaven. Be humble enough to admit your mistakes and make every attempt to set things right.


Has someone wronged you? Don't wait, go to that person and seek reconciliation. If someone comes to you for forgiveness, place no stipulations or conditions on them. Jesus doesn't make you jump through any hoops before pronouncing you forgiven. He does it freely and immediately. Please, by the grace of God, forgive one another just as God in Christ forgives you. Accept the confession the person offers and extend the hand of peace to them. 


We are Christians, God's redeemed people. We are to be different from the world. We are to behave differently. We are not weeds, we are the plants, the good seed. There is no reason for bitterness and deceit and grudges to exist in the body of Christ. We are better than the world. We are better because we are the Lord's saints, holy and pure. We love because He first loved us.  


Being a small church has its positive points and its challenges. Positively, there is a definite feel of family and closeness here. A challenge is that oftentimes, a person may wear more than one hat at a time. You may be feeling burned out from serving in one position, only to be elected to another position, with no break in between. 


So, you may find that you'd like to take a year off. Go ahead, do that. Your brothers and sisters in Christ will cover for you, just like you did for them when they needed a break. It's okay to say no, if you feel that you are overwhelmed with life . Someone will pick up the slack.


While you take that year off, will you please do something that will not require very much of your time? Would you please be an encourager? Every Sunday that you come here during your time off, would you find one person who is presently serving and thank them? Give them a pat on the back, tell them you appreciate their efforts, let them know you noticed what they are doing for the Lord and for this church. That's not too much to ask, is it? And don't forget to pray for them and others who are doing their best for the Lord here. 


Then, when you are ready, jump back in. There's nothing wrong with asking to serve on a board where you have some interest. I'm sure nobody will have the least little problem if you ask for a specific position. They'll probably look at you like you're on something. Wouldn't it be a wonderful witness if we could brag about how we didn't have to form a nominations committee and have someone go around twisting arms and begging people to serve? 


Do you realize that for a small church, we do a lot? Here's what's scheduled for the rest of 2011. A single mom's oil change, our first yard sale, a Reformation picnic, the Fall Festival food booth, a float in the parade, a craft fair, plus the regular Thanksgiving baskets/dinners and Christmas gifts/dinners that we have done so well in the past. That's on top of the sharing of the love of God with your neighbors, your friends, your co-workers, even your family that I know many of you do. And that's not even to mention your hectic schedules during the week. Isn't it amazing that anyone can find the time to do the tasks that are required to keep this church functioning? Yet you do. 


Yet I wonder. Are we trying to do too much? What rule says we have to be doing something every single month of the year? Might we consider this: What if we identified, as a congregation, a small, manageable list of activities we have done before that we did well? And then decided to focus our energies into continuing to do those things well. We know the Lord will bless our efforts to help the community and spread the Gospel. 


Are we trying to do too many things? Could it be that that is why so many here are feeling burned out and overworked? Where does it say in the Bible that a church must be doing something every single month? Perhaps at the next yearly council meeting in January, we can identify a few activities to focus on for the year, and pace ourselves, so that we do not burn everyone out. That way, we can maintain a good level of fruit-producing, while at the same time, making sure that when you come here, it will also be a time of valuable rest and recuperation.  


And above all, let's keep the message of the Gospel pure and truthful. Let's work at confession and forgiveness, so that our fellowship here is saturated with grace and peace. Then, when visitors do come here, not only will they be welcomed, but they'll experience the love of Christ in and through us. And maybe, just maybe, the jungle can be pushed back, little by little, until it is securely ensconced outside the doors of this sanctuary and inside, love and forgiveness and compassion and support grow in abundant measure. Amen. 

