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t the center of Jesuss teaching is the kingdom of God. It is one 
of the few topics on which there is virtually absolute consensus about Jesus. 
It also is a major topic of his parables. Klyne Snodgrass’s Stories with Intent 
lists six parables whose main topic is the kingdom (growing seed, wheat and 
weeds, mustard seed, leaven, treasure, and pearl). However, * also أ
contain the kingdom as a topic because the kingdom makes us accountable to 
God. So, all of the parables about future eschatology also connect to this theme 
(net, faithful and unfaithful servant, ten virgins, talents or minas, sheep and 
the goats). It is this “claim on the world” dimension of the kingdom I wish 
to address, exploring how the New Testament idea of the kingdom as arrival 
is sometimes underappreciated, as is its claim on the world. This means that 
our conception of the kingdom may need to be both narrowed and broadened 
simultaneously.

The Kingdem as Arriving
Sometimes the claim is made that the kingdom of God has always been 

with us. In one sense, this is certainly the case.ظ  Old Testament in particu- 
lar affirms, especially in the ?salter, the rule of God, an expression of the fact 
that God sits over ffie universe as creator. So we read in Psalm 45:6 that “Your 
throne, o God, endures forever and ever. Your royal scepter is a scepter of
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equity.. . Psalm 103:19 declares: “ظ  Lord has established his throne in the 
heavens and his lcingdom rules over all.” In other texts such as Psalm 114:2, Is- 
rael is called God’s ldngdom. Yet Psalm 145 goes cosmic again, as verses 11-13 
affirm: “^ e y  shall speak of the glory of your kingdom, and tell of your power, 
to make known to all people your mighty deeds, and the glorious splendor of 
your kingdom. Your kingdom is an everlasting kingdom, and your dominion 
endures throughout all generations.”

So there is a sense in which God’s existence as the creator and ruler ofheaven 
means his kingdom is always with us. But the creation is dysftrnctional. God’s 
right to rule is not recognized by all. Creation is out of kilter. Nevertheless, the 
faithfirl have hope that alignment and peace might one day be restored, ^ i s  
stands behind and anticipates the hope of the kingdom and the Old Testament 
promises. Those who had such hope sensed the kingdom was not yet what it 
should be. This kind of hope is vividly expressed in Daniel 2, where a kingdom 
made not with hands replaces the strangely described and terrifying kingdoms 
of the world (Daniel 2:44). The hope of a universal restoration and account- 
ability enhances the picture of the saints’ vindication, expressed in the imagery 
of the Son of Man receiving authority from the Ancient of Days in Daniel 7.

This background is important because it means that what the kingdom has 
been is أس  what the kingdom will be.ظ  disjunction produced the hope for 
a better world, a more comprehensively visible manifestation and acknowl- 
edgment of God’s presence in it.ظ  hope of this promised kingdom’s arrival 
means that whatever the kingdom was and has been is not all the kingdom will 
be. There was a longing for something more, something Jesus noted that kings 
and prophets had longed to see (Matthew 13:17; Luke 10:24). When John the 
Baptist said the kingdom of God is near, he invoked this hope. When Jesus 
teaches through the parables, he raises this expectation.

Usually, when people speak ofGod’s kingdom we equate it with the church: 
we bring people into the kingdom, or we expand the kingdom, or we help the 
kingdom to grow. 1 would argue that the kingdom, at least in some of its di- 
mensions, is bigger than ffie church. It has a claim on the world. In fact, that 
claim is part of ffie premise for preaching ffie kingdom and taking that message 
into ffie world. When John and Jesus announce ffie kingdom’s arrival, it is not 
merely a place where people are called out of the world to come into this new 
arriving hope; it is also a reality whose shadow and presence extends to fill ffie 
creation, making it imperative that every soul responds to its coming.

The Parable ef the Wheat and the Weeds
We see this hope expressed most clearly in the parable of the wheat and the 

weeds. Snodgrass asks: “Is this a parable about the mixed nature of the church, 
as is often assumed?” ظ  question connects with ffie observation just made

34



T h e  W h ea t  a n d  t h e  W e e d s , t h e  K in g d o m , a n d  t h e  W o r l d

that often we equate kingdom and church. When we do so, we may be miss- 
ing something. Another question Snodgrass raises about this parable in Mat- 
thew 3ل also applies: “What is the relation of the kingdom of heaven (v. 24), 
the world (v. 38), the kingdom of the Son of Man (٧٠ 41), and the kingdom 
of the Father (v. 43)?”2 Fortunately, this parable is one of the few that has an 
interpretation tied to it, so some elements of what we are exploring are given 
to us for reflection.^ After all, that is what parables seek to do, to move us to 
contemplate, ponder, and meditate over the meaning and importance of what 
Jesus is teaching.

Before Jesus gets to fois parable, he has noted how foe parables about foe 
kingdom in Matthew 13 disclose mysteries about foe kingdom. Surely one of 
those mysteries is that the kingdom is arriving, but evil is not being eradicated 
wifo its coming. That awaits a later time, as this parable also affirms.ظ  escha- 
tological hope among Second Temple Jews who looked for something more to 
come expected foe kingdom’s arrival to mean foe defeat of evil, an anticipated 
immediate defeat. One can see this hope in texts like IQS 4:15-26 or Psalms 
o f  Solomon 17:21-23.

Snodgrass notes that many read this parable as being about foe mixed na- 
ture of the church community. Interestingly, this kind of interpretation ranges 
from critical New Testament scholars to conservative interpreters, including 
dispensation^ commentators. Also interesting are foe almost opposite points 
made from that reading. Daniel Patte argues that foe vocation of fighting evil 
in foe church is prohibited by this teaching.^ On foe other hand, some dispen- 
sationalists argue that we should not be surprised about the presence of evil in 
foe church, even as one contends for its righteousness and purity in resisting 
eviD Their point is not that resistance should not be undertaken, but that 
eradication ٠۴ evil will not come completely until foe end.

But is this kind of mixed-community reading even on the right track? 
Snodgrass states it clearly: “The parable is not about the mixed character of 
foe church but about foe fact that the righteous and sinners coexist in foe 
world—even when foe kingdom is present.”  ̂1 would like to tweak this correct 
and crucial observation a bit. 1 would argue that foe kingdom does not merely 
come in alongside a divided world, it invades it and casts its shadow over all 
of it. ^ e re  is an effective presence of God’s rule in foe kingdom that takes 
place among foose who opt into it by faith and enter into the kingdom. But 
foe claim and reach ٠۴ foe kingdom in terms of its presence and accountability 
extends across foe entire creation. The background of kingdom hope and how 
it addressed creation’s dysfunction through redemption, as mentioned at foe 
start of fois essay, cannot be forgotten when one reads Matthew 13.

So where does fois emphasis on foe kingdom’s claim on the world come 
from? It is found by observing one crucial part ٠۴ foe parable’s interpretation:
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that the field where the kingdom is active is the world (Matthew 13:38). Two 
groups of people exist in this field: people of the kingdom and people of the 
evil one. However, the people of the evil one are not outside the kingdom’s 
reach and accountability, for it is in the judgment at the end that all will be 
made to answer for the kingdom’s presence. Judgment, wherever it appears in 
Scripture, is always about the reestablishment of justice and peace in a dys- 
functional world, the righting of a listing ship. It is cosmic in scope and has the 
nations in view, not just Israel alone. It is this slot into which this parable and 
this detail fit. Matthew 24:30-31 is parallel in this regard.

We are arguing that the “parable makes an implicit claim for the authority 
of the Son of Man over foe world.”  ̂However, we also would suggest that fois 
authority is one foe Son of Man has because he has authority over foe king- 
dom, received from foe Father. So although foe kingdom is an entity distinct 
from foe world, it is an entity invading the world and gradually casting its 
shadow over it, a shadow that one day foe Son of Man will make quite appar- 
ent when the light of a righteous judgment shines on everyone with darkness 
purged. This leads me to reject Snodgrass’s idea that the kingdom of the Son of 
Man is somehow proleptic and incomplete because evil is not eradicated yet.

is where I want to tweak his exemplary treatment of fois text. As he so 
clearly states, “its primary teaching is that foe kingdom is present despite foe 
presence of evil and that evil will be dealt with at the judgment.”® What we see 
here is what we always see wifo Jesus’s kingdom teaching: foe kingdom comes 
in stages and reflects a process by which foe arrival of consummation takes 
place over time. I would wish to add one additional point more explicitly to foe 
key theme-although evil is present and present to foe end, it is accountable 
to foe kingdom and its king, so foe kingdom has a claim on foe world it enters 
to restore.؟ In foe next section, I will argue how foe imagery of this parable 
coheres with other kingdom parable ideas. Its meaning becomes clear in foe 
narrative sequence of additional kingdom parables.

The Parables ef the Mustard $eed and the Leaven
It is interesting and no accident that foe parables that intervene between 

foe parable of the wheat and weeds and foe giving of its interpretation are foe 
parables of the mustard seed and of the leaven (Matthew 13:31-35). These 
parables picture how foe kingdom starts surprisingly and mysteriously as some- 
thing small, but eventually becomes either a large place of residence or that 
which permeates the whole. Each parable makes the point that what starts out 
seemingly insignificant and small ends up being big.

It seems wise to ask if the intervening role of these parables interacts with 
foe parable of the wheat and weeds.ظ  suggestion is that foey do. They depict 
foe process of foe kingdom’s arrival to its consummation. The move is from
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a seemingly small presence with a shadow of accountability on the world to 
covering that world. In the end, Jesus is saying the kingdom will he the place to 
reside, just as birds seek shelter in tree branches, and it will be the only place to 
reside, as the kingdom in the end will permeate the entire “loaf” of existence. 
If we ask why the parables of the mustard seed and leaven are located between 
the telling of the parable of the wheat and weeds and its interpretation, this 
link connects the dots.

This means that the kingdom is a place in the midst of the world, but its 
reach extends outside of itself. One has to deal with the kingdom whether one 
opts in or not. One day the kingdom will deal with all the earth’s inhabitants, 
whether they are righteous or evil. It also means one can distinguish between 
where the kingdom is active and effective-among its followers—and where its 
authority extends—having a claim on all.ظ  dynamic helps to explain why 
the mission of those in the kingdom is to proclaim the kingdom message, to 
sow seed in the held of the world to those outside of it but within its authority. 
ظ  hope is that they will enter into the place where God’s rule is experienced 
in deliverance, not judgment.ظ  kingdom then has two dimensions: one of 
benefit to those who enter into it and one of authority that extends even over 
those who refhse to enter in or are not a part of the effective kingdom that 
comes fforn responding to it.

Conclusion
At the opening of my essay I noted how our understanding of the kingdom 

may need narrowing and broadening at the same time. It needs narrowing in 
that the claim of the promised kingdom is not the same as the universal king- 
dom claim of the Old Testament, although it moves along a trajectory that 
connects to that universal claim. What comes with Jesus is new, but it also is 
restorative, ^ i s  restorative element reveals where the broadening occurs. For 
not only does the kingdom program, small as it is at the start, look to restore 
and reflect God’s claim of universal authority, it extends that claim to every 
creature of God and will show that scope at the consummation.ظ  kingdom 
is bigger than the church. It has a real claim on the world.

ظ  kingdom is about God’s invasion into his disruptive creation to redeem 
what has been lost.ظ  parable of the wheat and weeds gives us a glimpse of 
how Jesus showed the comprehensive extent of this restorative kingdom pro- 
gram.ظ  introduction of one feature not commonly present in his parables, 
that the field is the world, is no minor detail. Fortunately it was interpreted 
as present for us, disclosing key elements of the mystery of the kingdom. The 
kingdom does not eradicate evil immediately, but it still makes a claim on all 
until the time of consummation. The kingdom is not merely arriving in the 
world, it is invading it and is in the process of manifesting itself across the
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whole ٠۴ foe creation, whether one accepts it or not. The hope is that many 
will see and respond to their creator, in part because they sense they are his 
creatures made in his image. Regardless, the promised kingdom of God brings 
justice and shalom one day because it is a place where all will render an ac- 
count. It may start as a little leaven, but one day the kingdom will be in the 
whole of creation. Here is one very profound reason why Jesus’s kingdom mes- 
sage was for the world, because the kingdom enters into the world to contend 
for its well-being and cast foe authoritative shadow of God’s presence over it. 
This story is about God’s mission as well as mystery. Truly this parable is a story 
with intent.

Endnotes
1. Klyne Snodgrass, Stories لمص Intent: A Comprehensive Guide to the Parables of Jesus 

(Grand Rapids: Rerdmans, 2008), Contents. All eitations are from foe Kindle version and 
reflect its pagination.

2. Tie two gestions presented in fois paragraph are from Stories رص Intent, 191.
3. The sower and net are the other parables with interpretation.
4. Daniel Patte, The Gospel According to Matthew (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987), 194.
5. A simple check of notes in the Scofield Bible on Matthew 13 will find fois reading.
6. Snodgrass, 202.
7. Ibid., 211-

8. Ibid., 212, emphasis his.
9. ^ is  idea is implicit in what Snodgrass says, but 1 think it is actually part of what 

makes foe parable so important-an explanation ofhow the kingdom enters the world and 
why evil 1$ not eliminated with its coming.
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