
Lay Reader Sermon Series I

The Twenty-fifth Sunday after Trinity

psalter:
Psalms 112 & 113
1st lesson:
Habakkuk 1:12-2:4, 9-14
2nd lesson:
Matthew 13:24-30
Evil in the Kingdom
Note to the Lay Reader: The Collect and lessons used today are from the Fifth Sunday after Epiphany. Please see the rubric at the bottom of page 224 of the Prayer Book.
Canon Shields

"Let both grow together until the harvest: and in the time of harvest I will say to the reapers, Gather ye together first the tares, and bind them in bundles to burn them: but gather the wheat into my barn." (Matthew 13:30) In our Lord's parable which was read as the second lesson, the tares are weeds. They resembled the wheat so closely until each had matured that it was practically impossible to tell them apart, and if they were pulled up, their roots were so intertwined with the roots of the wheat that both would be destroyed. So they must be left to grow together until the harvest, and then the reapers could separate them. Christ was talking about the presence of evil in the Kingdom of God, and in the Church, its earthly embodiment, and what should be done about it.
The prophet Habakkuk asked an agonized question about the existence of evil in the world, and especially the sufferings of his own people at the hands of the Chaldeans; and by implication, his question can be asked about the presence of sin in the kingdom of God. He asked, "Thou who art of purer eyes than to behold evil  and canst not look on wrong, why dost thou look on faithless men, and art silent when the wicked swallows up the man more righteous than he?" But he continued to trust in God, and realized that "the righteous shall live by his faith:" and that God and His people would be vindicated, "For the earth will be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the Lord, as the waters cover the sea." (Habakkuk 2:4, 14)
The Lord Himself suffered the presence of sin among the twelve apostles, and did not reject the evil one, but let judgment work its course. He warned us that evil would continue to be present among His people: "Beware of false prophets," He said (Matthew 7:15). In talking about times of trial that would come upon His people. He said, "And many will fall away, and betray one another, and hate one another. And many false prophets will arise." (Matthew 24:10-11) When St. Paul had his tearful farewell meeting with the elders of the church at Ephesus, he warned them, "I know that after my departure fierce wolves will come in among you, not sparing the flock . . . to draw away the disciples after them." (Acts 20:29-30) We know the truth of this from church history and from our own experience.
We aren't told the reason why this situation exists, but we are told what to do: "Let both grow together until the harvest . . ." In other words, leave the matter in God's hands, for judgment is His alone. In Saint Paul's letter to the Romans, we have this passage which is relevant to this situation which we are considering: "Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of God; for it is written, 'Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.' No if your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him drink . . . Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good." (Romans 12:19-21)
Saint Paul quotes that dreadful-sounding statement, "Vengeance is mine: I will repay, says the Lord," from the books of Leviticus and Deuteronomy. But we must consider it from the point of view of the New Testament as well as the Old. The Lord Jesus shows us that God, our heavenly Father, is far more merciful than any human being can ever be; He is all-knowing; and the One Whom He has appointed the judge of "the quick and the dead" is the same One Who first came and "died for our sins according to the scriptures." (1st Corinthians 15:3) We can be grateful that judgment is in His hands, not in ours.
In another admonition related to this matter, our Lord said, "Judge not, that ye be not judged." (Matthew 7:1) Saint Paul urged the Corinthians, "Don't pronounce judgment before the time . . . until the Lord come, who both will bring to light the hidden things of darkness, and will make manifest the counsels of the heart: and then every man shall have praise of God." (1st Corinthians 4:5)
As we know from unhappy experience, a branch of the Church may sometimes become so evil that we must withdraw if we are to remain faithful to the Lord Jesus Christ. But the final disposition of the matter is in His hands. We must not be judgmental of those around us in the Church, but must seek to abide in the Lord, that we may be faithful to Him. "I am the true vine," He declared, "and my Father is the vinedresser. Every branch of mine that bears no fruit, he takes away . . ." We must notice Who it is that takes away the unfruitful branch. "Every branch that does bear fruit he prunes, that it may bear more fruit." (John 15:1-2) By His grace, we must abide in Christ, the true vine, and accept the pruning of His Father, the vinedresser.
The Epistle for today shows us what life should be like in the fellowship of God's people. We should be "forbearing one another, and forgiving one another . . . even as Christ forgave you . . . And above all these things put on charity . . . And let the peace of God rule in your hearts . . ." (Colossians 3:13-15) That is our business and responsibility in the church; it is not that of judging or condemning each other. As we prayed in the Collect for today. God will keep His "Church and household continually in (His) true religion;" and He will evermore defend it by His mighty power.
The 37th Psalm isn't one of those appointed for today, but its author must have been considering this problem of evil among the people of God. He gives us sound and spiritually profitable advice:  "Fret not thyself because of the ungodly; neither be thou envious against the evil doers . . . Commit thy way unto the Lord, and put thy trust in him, And he shall bring it to pass . . ." Then he assures us that those faithful to God will be vindicated: "He shall make thy righteousness as clear as the light, And thy just dealing as the noon day." Or as is said in the explanation of the parable of the tares, also in the 13th chapter of Saint Matthew, after the weeds are separated from the wheat, "Then shall the righteous shine forth as the sun in the kingdom of their Father." (Matthew 13:43) The writer of Psalm 37 goes on to say, "Leave off from wrath, and let go displeasure: fret not thyself, else shalt thou be moved to do evil Wicked doers shall be rooted out; and they that patiently abide the Lord, those shall inherit the land."

As our Lord said, "Let both grow together until the harvest . . ."
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