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The Use of the Parables of the
Weeds and the Dragnet in the
Development of Reformed
Ecclesiology

Ralph Cunnington

The relationship between the church and the kingdom of God has been the
subject of intense debate for centuries. While many within the Reformed
constituency have sought to equate the kingdom with the church,! proponents of
the Social Gospel have sought to distinguish them, while dispensationalists have
insisted that the church represents a parenthesis in anticipation of the future
kingdom.? There are indications that these traditional lines of disagreement have
become blurred,® and it has even been suggested that a consensus has now been
reached on the relationship between the church and the kingdom.* While this is
undoubtedly premature, there has indeed been a significant shift in the debate
since the publication of George Ladd’s work in the late twentieth century.’ His
model of an inaugurated kingdom theology with the focus upon the rule of
God rather than the realm of God has provided an attractive alternative to the

traditional polarised approaches.

Discussion of the relationship between the church and the kingdom has inevitably
focused upon particular scriptural texts and among the most important have
been the parables of the kingdom recorded in Matt 13:1-52. This article
examines the parables of the wheat and weeds and of the dragnet. The focus is
upon how these parables have been applied in the history of the debate and how
they have influenced thinking on the visible/invisible distinction, the purity of
the church and the exercise of church discipline. The article is divided into two
parts: the first provides a comparative overview of the use of the parables in the
writings of Augustine, John Calvin, the Westminster Assembly, Geerhardus Vos,
Herman Ridderbos and George Ladd; the second critically examines this use in

light of contemporary exegetical scholarship.
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The Historical Use of the Parables in Christian Thought

In a study of this kind it is necessary to limit the parameters of a historical
overview. The theologians chosen here have been selected on the basis of their

enduring influence upon Reformed ecclesiology.

Augustine

Aurelius Augustine (AD 354-430) is often credited with having established the
distinction between the visible and invisible church. As Bishop of Hippo, his
ecclesiological thinking was formulated against the backdrop of the Donatist
schism which was wreaking havoc throughout the church in North Africa. The
Donatists claimed that believers should secede from the Catholic Church because
of the alleged ungodliness of certain leaders. In reply, Augustine identified the
visible church (the outward organisation of the church) with the kingdom of
God, insisting that throughout the current age the church was to remain mixed,
consisting of both believers and unbelievers.® For Augustine, it was clear that,
‘many who seem to be without are in reality within, and many who seem to be
within yet really are without.”” In determining the constitution of the invisible
church, Augustine wrote that it was the position of the heart that had to be

considered and that this was an assessment that only God could undertake.®

The parable of the weeds was fundamental for Augustine’s ecclesiology. In the
City of God, he identified the field of the parable with the church which in turn
he identified with the kingdom.” He applied the dragnet in a similar fashion,
using the parable to justify the view that the church is both the ‘true and the
mixed body of the Lord.”"® Likewise in Tractate CXXII, he opined that the
dragnet describes churches that are populated by men who undo in deed what

they teach in word."!

In view of the mixed nature of the church and Christ’s command that it should
remain that way throughout the present age (Matt 13:29-30), Augustine
considered the secession of the Donatists to be a serious error. They had
forsaken unity and violated charity.!> For Augustine, the church should be
compassionate, labouring to gather together rather than scatter the members of
Christ.!3 He described the Donatists as those who had proven themselves to be

tares by their separation before the time of the harvest.!
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Augustine’s reading of the parables inevitably raises the question of what role
he saw for church discipline, in particular exclusionary discipline. He insisted
that he was not arguing for the abandonment of all discipline and maintained
that the church should indeed seek to correct as many as she can.' But what
the church should not do was abandon the unity of the good because of the
wickedness of some.'® For Augustine, the separation called for by Jesus and Paul
could be affected by means of a separation in heart.'” He applauded those who
remained in the church continuing to have ‘fellowship with [the wicked], not
in their deeds, but in the altar of Christ’ because ‘in order to prevent the name
of Christ from being reproached by odious schisms, they tolerate in the interest
of unity that which in the interests of righteousness they hate.’'® Augustine
distinguished between consenting to the deeds of wicked men and consenting
to their remaining within the church. The godly should never do the former but
should consent to the latter in order to ‘shake themselves free from the crime

of schism.”"’

For Augustine, the parables of the weeds and the dragnet had direct application
to the nature and unity of the visible church. The church was the kingdom
of God and was mixed, consisting of both the righteous and the wicked.
Moreover, it would remain that way until Christ returned. In Augustine’s mind,
there was no place for the concept of a regenerate church membership and
church discipline was to be practiced cautiously and with an emphasis upon
non-exclusionary measures. In other words, the unity of the church was to take
priority over its purity.?

John Calvin

John Calvin (AD 1509-1564) agreed with Augustine’s distinction between
the visible and invisible church noting that the Niceno-Constantinopolitan
Creed referred to both the visible church and to all of God’s elect.?! While the
former can be ascertained, the latter cannot because knowledge of the elect is
the possession of God alone.?? For Calvin, the parables of the weeds and the
dragnet were fundamental for this view since they taught the mixed nature of
the church.?® He recognised that verse 38 presented a serious obstacle to his
view but insisted that ‘although Christ ... adds that the field is the world, there
can be no doubt that He really wants to apply this name to the Church, about
which after all, He was speaking.” Calvin reasoned that, since the seed of the
gospel was to be sown everywhere, Christ ‘transfers by synecdoche to the world
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what is more apt of a part of it.”>* We will return to the question of whether this

explanation is persuasive in the second part of the article.

For Calvin, both parables taught that believers should bear patiently with
the mixed nature of the church in the knowledge that the church will only be
purified at the parousia.®s In both his Harmony of the Gospels and Institutes,
Calvin used the parables to counter those who wished to separate from the
church due to its imperfection and impurity.?® He wrote that they should listen
to the parables and recognise that the church would be weighed down with
the mixture of the wicked until the Day of Judgment.?” Christ’s intention in
speaking the parables was to ‘rein and moderate the zeal of those who think it

is wrong to associate with any who are not pure angels.”?®

Calvin insisted that the parables did not exclude church discipline, noting in
his commentary that pastors ought to be occupied in the task of cleansing the
church. The point was simply that they will never absolutely succeed in this
task.?” Calvin did not seek to reconcile this understanding of partial cleansing
with the parable’s injunction to leave the weeds until the harvest, which for
Calvin meant leaving unbelievers in the church. It is clear that Calvin endorsed

excommunication through an act of ‘public judgment,”°

and in commenting on
1 Cor 5 he insisted that well-ordered churches ‘will not bear the wicked in their
bosom.”! But for Calvin, church discipline was to be a corporate rather than an
individual act. If the church was slack in its duty, the individual had no right to

take the matter into his own hands by separating from the church.

Calvin shared much in common with Augustine in his understanding of the
nature and unity of the church.?? Both relied heavily upon the parables of the
weeds and the dragnet, identifying the church with the kingdom and insisting
that the church would remain mixed. Unlike Augustine, however, Calvin
exhibited a greater willingness to discuss exclusionary measures of discipline
(excommunication) although he did not clearly explain how these could be
reconciled with his reading of the parables. In particular, he did not provide an
account of why v. 29 does not prohibit exclusionary church discipline.

The Westminster Assembly
In both the Westminster Confession of Faith (1647) and the Larger Catechism
(1648), a distinction is drawn between the visible church (consisting of ‘all those
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throughout the world that profess the true religion and their children’)® and the
invisible church (consisting of ‘the whole number of the elect’).3* The Confession
describes the visible church as ‘the kingdom of the Lord Jesus Christ’ citing the
parable of the dragnet as a proof.’> Outside of the visible church ‘there is no
ordinary possibility of salvation’ and to the church ‘the ministry, oracles, and
ordinances of God, for the gathering and perfecting of the saints’ have been
given.*® Despite this, the visible church remains impure and its purity varies in
accordance with its administration of the Word and sacraments. Indeed WCF
25.5 states that even ‘the purest Churches under heaven are subject both to
mixture and error.” The proofs given are the parables of the weeds, the dragnet,
1 Cor 13:12, and Rev 2-3.%7

Chapter 30 of the Confession deals with church censures and maintains that the
church retains authority in government and discipline independent of the civil
authority.®® WCF 30.3 explains that censures are necessary, ‘for the reclaiming
and gaining of offending brethren, for deterring of others from the like offenses,
for purging out of that leaven which might infect the whole lump, for vindicating
the honour of Christ, and the holy profession of the Gospel.” Interestingly, the
proofs given in WCF 25.4 concerning the varying purity of particular churches
are Rev 2-3 and 1 Cor 5:6-8 (dealing with church discipline). It is clear that,
for the Westminster divines, the inevitability of a mixed church did not detract
from the need for exclusionary church discipline. What is less clear is how this
need for exclusionary discipline could be reconciled with the Assembly’s use of
the parables of the weeds and the dragnet. Again, no explanation is provided of
how v. 29 could be interpreted on an ecclesiological reading without prohibiting

exclusionary church discipline.

Geerhardus Vos

Geerhardus Vos (1862-1949) continued the tradition of Augustine, Calvin
and the Westminster Assembly in identifying the kingdom with the church. He
argued that, while the Old Testament described the kingdom predominantly in
an abstract sense (of kingship or rule), Jesus spoke in much more concrete terms
of the kingdom as a realm or sphere of life.* With this concrete conception in
view, Vos opined that the church was a form that the kingdom had assumed as

a consequence of Christ’s death and resurrection.*
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Vos maintained the distinction between the visible and invisible church,*
arguing that the invisible church could be identified with the kingdom since the
membership of both was circumscribed by the line of regeneration.*> Moreover,
since the visible church partook of the same character as the invisible church,
it too was the embodiment of the kingdom.* For Vos, ‘the kingdom-forces
which are at work, the kingdom-life which exists in the invisible sphere, find

expression in the kingdom-organism of the visible church.’*

In formulating this view, Vos relied upon both Matt 16:18-20 and the parables
of the weeds and the dragnet. He acknowledged that the ecclesiological reading
of the parables might be taken to limit the exercise of church discipline but
argued that the parables need to be read against the context of the disciples’
expectation that a final and eternal separation of the good and the evil would
take place at the first coming of the Messiah.* It is such a separation that is being
denied and prohibited in the parables. For Vos, the process of church discipline
to which Jesus refers in Matt 18:17 was quite different, it being preservative
(of the church) and restorative (of the sinner). Such aims can continue to be
pursued without forgetting the lessons of the parables: that it is not for men to
judge the heart and that it is God alone who will infallibly cleanse the church on
the Day of Judgment.*® Thus Vos maintained the ecclesiological reading of the
parables while insisting that church discipline remains unaffected.

Herman Ridderbos

Unlike his contemporary Vos, Herman Ridderbos (1909-2007) claimed that the
abstract sense of the kingdom was the most prominent in the gospels and that
the concrete meaning was only secondary.*” When we read that the kingdom is
at hand, Ridderbos argued, ‘we should not in the first place think of a spatial
or a static entity ... but rather of the divine kingly rule actually and effectively

>4 The kingdom is to be conceived of in both a present and

starting its operation.
a future sense. It is fundamentally eschatological but in the coming of God into
the world the eschatological has entered into the present.*” Ridderbos favoured
the terminology of ‘fulfilment’ and ‘consummation’; the fulfilment of the time
and of the Scripture has begun with the coming of Christ, but its consummation

still lies ahead in the future.’®

For Ridderbos, the ‘church’ describes the community that has been united
together by the preaching of the gospel.’! The concept of the kingdom is neither
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present in the idea of the church, nor is the church presented as a provisional
manifestation of the kingdom.’? The parable of the weeds teaches nothing to
the contrary.’> Rather its central teaching is that ‘as long as the world exists
in its present form, the kingdom of heaven and the kingdom of the Evil One
will both be manifested within it’ (a universalistic reading).’* Application of the
parable to the church ‘completely shifts the point at issue and deprives us of
the right view of the parable.”* For Ridderbos, there are three main objections
to the ecclesiological reading. Firstly, it conflicts with Matt 13:38 which states
that the field is the world not the church.’® Secondly, the view would prohibit
church discipline which is emphatically commended by Jesus later in the Gospel.
Thirdly, it implies that the servants’ request is for a provisional separation when
in fact it concerns the final destruction of the weeds.’” Ridderbos recognised that
v.41, with its reference to the gathering of the causes of sin out of the kingdom,
is often cited to support the ecclesiological reading. He insisted that kingdom
is not being used in a future-eschatological sense in v.41 but rather in a general
sense to describe the fruit of the good seed which has been sown throughout
the world.’® The parable thus sheds light on the eschatological tension of the
kingdom explaining why judgment has been delayed even though the kingdom
has already come.”

For Ridderbos, the parable of the dragnet has the same purport as that of the
weeds.®® The difference is that, whereas the emphasis in the parable of the weeds
is upon the Devil’s deliberate opposition to the kingdom, the point of the dragnet
is that people respond to the gospel for a variety of motives.®! Ridderbos noted
that some take the parable to refer to the coming church but dismissed the
view.%? Unfortunately he provided little by way of exposition of his own view. In
particular he did not identify what the group of mixed respondents represents.
It is difficult to see how it can refer to anything other than the visible church
since respondents to the gospel (whether for good motives or bad) are gathered
into the visible church. If this is correct, then Ridderbos seems to have lapsed

into the ecclesiological reading that he sought to deny.®

On the basis of his exegetical work, Ridderbos distinguished the concept of
the church from that of the kingdom: ‘The basileia is the great divine work
of salvation in its fulfilment and consummation in Christ; the ekklesia is the
people elected and called by God and sharing in the bliss of the basileia.’** In
other words, the church is included within the kingdom but is not identical with
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it.®s This is because the kingdom has a much more comprehensive content; it is
the consummation of all history, having cosmic dimensions and filling time and
eternity. The church is the ‘soteriological goal’ or ‘fruit’ of the revelation of the

kingdom.®® The two are inseparable but should not be merged.

George Eldon Ladd

George Eldon Ladd (1911-1982) developed and popularised the distinction
between the church and the kingdom in his work on inaugurated kingdom
theology. Like Ridderbos, Ladd claimed that the central meaning of kingdom
was the abstract idea of reign or rule rather than the concrete idea of realm.®”
For Ladd, the kingdom creates the church and works in the world through
the church but the church is never identified with the kingdom itself.®® Rather,
the church is a witness and instrument of the kingdom as its members hold
custody of the keys of the kingdom through the proclamation of the gospel.®’
The kingdom and the church are inseparable, you cannot have one without
the other; but (in words echoing Ridderbos), ‘they remain two distinguishable

concepts: the rule of God and the fellowship of men.””

Ladd dismissed the view that the parable of the weeds equates the kingdom
with the church.” Like Ridderbos, he pointed to v. 38,7 and argued that ‘it is
a misinterpretation of the Word of God to say that the parable teaches that in
the Church the good and bad, the regenerate and the unregenerate, are to grow
together until the harvest and that we cannot exercise church discipline since
it would disrupt the order of things.””® For Ladd, the parable simply teaches
that good and evil are to remain mixed in the world until the time of Christ’s
return, even though the kingdom has already been inaugurated.” Ladd noted
that v. 41 appears to present a difficulty for this interpretation but insisted that
the verse cannot be pressed to mean that evildoers have actually been in the
kingdom. He relied upon Matt 8:12, where Jesus declares that ‘the sons of the
kingdom will be thrown into outer darkness.” Ladd contended that the word,
éxBAnBnoovtal (‘will be thrown out’), indicates that the Jews who are the ‘sons
of the kingdom’ by history and covenant will be excluded from entering the
kingdom, not expelled once they have already entered. Thus, Ladd claimed, the
statement in v. 41 means no more than that evildoers will be prevented from

entering the kingdom.”
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The ecclesiological reading of the parable of the dragnet was also rejected by
Ladd on the grounds that it fails to appreciate the historical context of the
parable and lacks exegetical support. Ladd noted the similarity of the parable
with that of the weeds but suggested that the dragnet adds an extra fact, ‘that
even the community created by the working of the Kingdom in the world is not

>76 Tt is hard to resist

to be a pure community until the eschatological separation.
the conclusion that Ladd here affirms the very point that he previously sought
to deny—that the parable refers to the church.”” Ladd anticipated this objection
and sought to clarify: “While the parable has an application to the church which,
as a later development of Jesus’ disciples, is indeed a mixed people, its primary
application is to the actual situation in Jesus’ ministry.””® In other words, Ladd
considered it to be anachronistic to view the church as the primary referent of
the parable. While ecclesiological applications can be derived from the parable,

its primary referent is the disciples gathered in Christ’s earthly ministry.

Significantly, Ladd’s restriction of ecclesiological applications to the parable of
the dragnet meant that the parable of the weeds could not be used to support
lenity in church discipline. The parable of the dragnet contains no prohibition
equivalent to Matt 13:29, and thus its ecclesiological application merely ‘helps
us to understand how a modern church, however careful it may be in its efforts
to preserve a Biblical purity of membership, will nevertheless find people in its

midst who turn out to be alien to the interests of God’s Kingdom.””

Exegetical Issues Raised by the Parables

Ridderbos and Ladd’s interpretation of the parables has exerted considerable
influence over the past forty years with most contemporary commentators
following their lead.®® At the same time, the ecclesiological reading has waned
in popularity except among those engaged in redaction criticism who claim that
the parables are of Matthean origin and address the problem of Matthew’s own
mixed community.®! In the remainder of this article, the key exegetical issues
raised by our historical overview will be examined in light of this contemporary

scholarship.

The meaning of ‘the field is the world’ in Matt 13:38

For Ridderbos and Ladd, as for the majority of contemporary commentators,
the fact that Jesus identified the field with the world proved to be a decisive
argument against the ecclesiological reading.®> How then can v. 38 be reconciled
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with an ecclesiological reading of the parable? As we observed in our earlier
discussion, Calvin claimed that Christ ‘transfers by synecdoche to the world
what is more apt of a part of it.”> The Reformer’s claim that he had identified
how Jesus ‘really wants to apply’ the parable should make us extremely
cautious about the approach. Calvin read the parable in an ecclesiological
context without providing any justification for this approach. Moreover, his
use of synecdoche is extremely expansive and lacks any fixed boundaries; given
the universality of the ‘world,” it is possible to argue that it represents virtually
anything by synecdoche.

Charles Smith has suggested that the world in the context of the parable should
be thought of as a temporal rather than a spatial term.** The problem with
this view, as Robert Mclver has shown, is that it unacceptably stretches the
normal sense of the word kéopnog.*s Mclver himself argues that it is the crop
that represents the believing community, not the field and that the identification
of v. 38 merely sets the context for the church in which the differences occur.®
The problem with this approach is that the reading renders the identification
of v.38 redundant, as Mclver himself appears to acknowledge.’”” While it is
true that not every detail of a parable is absolutely necessary for its purpose,
the detail in question is one that is identified in the parable’s explanation. It
seems inconceivable that such an identification would be made if the detail bore
no significance for the parable’s purpose. Moreover, the reading substitutes
an identification on which the parable’s explanation is silent (that the crop
represents the church) for an identification that the explanation explicitly makes

(that the field is the world).5$

1. Robert Gundry argues that the world is ‘a space’ in Matthew’s Gospel
while the church is ‘a certain kind of people.’® Thus to identify the field
with the world does not mean that the world is a mixed community; it
simply confirms that the kingdom extends throughout the whole world.”
Gundry’s reading is susceptible to the same criticisms that have been

levelled against Mclver’s and should be rejected for the same reasons.

There has been no shortage of attempts to reconcile v. 38 with an ecclesiological
reading, both in contemporary scholarship and historical, but none of the
attempts have been persuasive thus far.
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The alleged triviality of a universalistic interpretation

Mclver has claimed that the universalistic interpretation, that the parable
teaches that both good and evil will remain in the world until the time of the
final judgment, is ‘a truism too trivial even to be described as a cliché.”! He
also questions whether there can be any explanation for the servants’ desire
to pull out the weeds on such a reading. It seems that Mclver has overlooked
the significance of the Messianic expectation in first century Judaism which
anticipated that the arrival of the Messiah would signal the removal of the
Romans and all other enemies of God’s people. Such an expectation is evident in
John the Baptist’s preaching (Matt 3:10-12), the Psalms of Solomon 17:23-32,
and the expectations of the Zealots, Pharisees and the Qumran community.”> As
D. A. Carson observes, the parable ‘explains how the kingdom can be present
in the world while not yet wiping out all opposition.”* Moreover, it addresses
what must have been a latent desire among many of Jesus’ disciples to effect

such a Messianic purging.

The indistinguishability of the crops

It is sometimes claimed that the reason why the master in the parable forbids
the removal of the weeds is because of their indistinguishability from the
wheat. This, it is suggested, better comports with the view that the parable
is describing the visible church since the rest of Matthew’s Gospel emphasises
the big differences that exist between followers of Jesus and followers of the
evil one.”* The objection is based upon a fundamental misunderstanding of
the central teaching point of the parable. The discussion between the master
and the servants takes place after the weeds have manifested themselves (v.26).
Thus the problem is not that of indistinguishability but rather the difficulty of
removing the weeds without uprooting the wheat. As even representatives of
the ecclesiological reading recognise, such difficulty was due to the roots of
bearded darnel becoming intertwined with those of the wheat.” In light of this,
the objection quickly falls away.

The meaning of the kingdom

As we observed in our historical overview, those who adopt an ecclesiological
reading of the parables generally understand Jesus to use kingdom in its more
concrete sense to refer to realm, while those who adopt a universalistic reading
predominantly understand kingdom in its abstract sense meaning rule. Division

along these lines continues in the contemporary debate although the question
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is largely irrelevant for those who support an ecclesiological approach on
redactional grounds.”® A thorough examination of the issue is beyond the scope
of this article. It suffices to note that the bulk of contemporary exegetical and
lexical scholarship supports the primacy of the abstract meaning. For example,
Bauer et al note both the abstract and concrete senses of Baoieia, but identify
over 130 NT instances of the former (including Matt 13:24, 38,41, 43) and only
9 NT instances of the latter.”” Louw and Nida comment: ‘It is generally a serious
mistake to translate the phrase 1 Baoideia Tod 80T ‘the kingdom of God’ as
referring to a particular area in which God rules. The meaning of this phrase in
the NT involves not a particular place or special period of time but the fact of
ruling.””® The weight of evidence favours the primacy of the abstract meaning
and there are no compelling reasons for adopting the concrete meaning in the
parables of Matt 13.

The meaning of ‘gather out of his kingdom’ in Matt 13:41

As we noted above, the reference to the angels gathering ‘out of his kingdom all
causes of sin and all law-breakers’ (cuAAéEovov ¢k Tii¢ Bacideiag atol MhvTa
T okavSaAa kai Tovg Totobvtag v dvopiav, Matt 13:41) appears to present
a serious difficulty for the universalistic reading of the parable.” In what sense
can the causes of sin and law-breakers be said to be in the kingdom? The verse
is difficult to interpret whichever reading one adopts. If one understands the
‘kingdom’ in v.41 to refer to the visible church this still leaves the reader with the
problem of a realm of God that contains individuals who do not really belong.

A number of attempts have been made to explain the verse in a universalistic
framework. As we saw in our historical overview, Ladd argued that Matt 8:12
provides the exegetical key to the verse. The problem with Ladd’s analysis is
that the verb in Matt 13:41 is cuAAéyw (‘gather’) while the verb in Matt 8:12 is
£kBAAAw (‘cast out’). It is difficult to see how the meaning of ékB&AAw in Matt
8:12 bears upon our understanding of Matt 13:41.1% The focus should rather be
upon the preposition ¢k and whether it necessarily indicates that the Kingdom
is the source from which the causes of sin and lawbreakers are gathered. It
is clear that, on occasions, ¢k denotes separation rather than source (1 Cor
9:19; Rev 14:13).1%! Thus, it is conceivable that the gathering is a separation of
lawbreakers from the kingdom rather than a removal of those who are already
in the kingdom. If so, Ladd’s conclusion may be correct although for a different
reason to the one he posits. In any event, the case is far from proven.
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Ridderbos’ claim that the kingdom refers to the fruit of the good seed which
has been sown throughout the world is also unconvincing. It rests upon the
view that the good seed (Matt 13:38), ‘stands first for the word of God’ (as
in the parable of the sower) and only derivatively for the sons of the kingdom
who are ‘the fruits of this seed.’'®> This lacks any warrant in the text and is

unsupported elsewhere.!%

The preferable view is that v.41 must be read in light of the abstract sense of
the kingdom. This approach is exemplified by Carson who observes that ‘[t]he
kingdom is flexible enough to be used simultaneously for the saving reign of
God (so that ‘sons of the kingdom’ can refer to those who are truly God’s
people, v. 38) and for his reign more broadly considered (so that the kingdom
in this sense might well embrace wheat and tares; see 3:2; 5:3; 28:18).”1% When
the kingdom is understood in this abstract sense, it is natural to conclude that
unbelievers will remain within the inaugurated kingdom of God’s rule until the

time of Christ’s climactic and consummative return.

Church Discipline

It is often suggested that the provisions for exclusionary discipline in Matt
18:15-20 constitute a fundamental objection to the ecclesiological reading of
the parable.'® As we observed in our historical overview, Calvin, Vos and the
Westminster Assembly each insisted that church discipline remained unaffected
by their reading of the parables although they provided no account of how
the two could be reconciled. The fullest treatment of the issue was provided
by Vos who asserted that the parable addresses the disciples’ expectation of
an immediate separation between the good and the evil at the time of Christ’s
coming.'% While this is undoubtedly true, it collapses the ecclesiological reading
into the universalistic.!” To the extent that it addresses later ecclesiological
issues by implication (and hence is truly an ecclesiological reading), it fails to
reconcile Matt 13:29 with the NT provisions for exclusionary discipline.

Contemporary advocates of the ecclesiological reading (coming from a
redaction critical perspective) are more willing to accept that Matthew
contradicts himself,'”® or that he provides a context for the disciplinary
provisions (sandwiching them between the parable of the lost sheep (18:12-14)
and the parable of the unforgiving servant (18:23-35)) which empties them of
any force. Charles Smith, a more moderate proponent of this view, suggests
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that, ‘Matthew represents not the rejection of discipline but a modification in
a Christian direction of its harshness, exclusiveness, and finality.”'® Ulrich Luz
proposes a much more extreme reading suggesting that ‘the idea of the “pure
community” and the enforcement of church discipline were paralysed by the
idea of the unbounded “great community” sheltered beneath God’s love.”'!® In
reply to such an approach, it should be observed that these scholars overstate
the horizontal significance of the parable of the lost sheep and fail to give due
weight to the provisions of Matt 18:15-20 which, even on their own redactional
assumptions, confirm that discipline was practiced in the early church.'!

It has only been possible to present a brief sketch of the attempts that have
been made to reconcile church discipline with an ecclesiological reading of the
parables but from what we have seen it is clear that discipline (at least in its
exclusionary form) is extremely vulnerable under it. Even those who seek to
defend discipline find themselves in great difficulty. Given the importance of
exclusionary discipline elsewhere in Matthew’s Gospel this ought to make us
extremely cautious about adopting the ecclesiological reading.

The parable of the dragnet

In our discussion of Ridderbos and Ladd we noted how perilously close they
came to adopting an ecclesiological reading of the parable of the dragnet. Donald
Hagner in fact does exactly this. While appearing to maintain a universalistic
reading of the parable of the weeds,''? Hagner claims that the dragnet goes
further and explicitly teaches that the church is a mixed community.!** In some
ways this is not particularly significant since the dragnet does not bear upon
the issue of discipline (there being no prohibition equivalent to 13:29), but it
is still important to consider the force of Hagner’s reading because of the close

relationship between the two parables.

Indeed, the principal objection to Hagner’s reading is the lexical similarity
between the parables.!'* Both refer to the sons of the kingdom as kaAov (‘good,’
vv 38 and 48) and ixatot (‘righteous,’ vv 43 and 49). Both describe the climactic
event as ouvteleia Tol ai®dvog (‘the close of the age,” vv. 40 and 49). In both, it
is the &yyedod (‘angels,” vv. 39, 41 and 49) who carry out the separation and the
process is described by the verb cuAAéyw (‘gather,” vv 40, 41 and 48). Moreover,
the outcome of the wicked in both parables is described with exactly the same
formula, xai Badobow avtovs eig TV k& pvov 1o TupdS: £KET EoTal O KAAUONOG
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Kal 0 Bpuypog Tév 686vtwv (‘and throw them into the fiery furnace. In that
place there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth,” vv. 42 and 50). The view
that Matthew has a different focus in the two parables is extremely difficult
to accept given the lexical similarity.!"s If anything, the narrower focus of the
dragnet—fixing upon the final separation instead of the period of mixture—
makes it even less likely that Jesus is advising against seeking a pure community
in this parable.

For Hagner, a key factor in deciding that the dragnet refers to the church is
the indiscriminate gathering of fish éx mavtog yévoug (‘of every kind,” v.47),
which he takes to refer to the ‘universality of the invitation to accept the good
news of the kingdom,” in reliance upon Matt 4:19.!'® Undoubtedly, this presses
the parable too far.''” The word yévog (‘kind’) can refer to races or tribes but
it is equally suitable to describe different kinds of fish.'""® Moreover, even if
the referent of yévog is races or tribes, the fact that the focus of the parable is
upon the final sorting means that ‘the point must rather be that ... no race or
category of person will escape the final judgment.’'* There is no justification for
Hagner’s conclusion that the catch must refer to those who have responded to
the proclamation of the Gospel (from false motives and true)—a conclusion that
Ridderbos also reaches.!?® As Snodgrass observes, ‘the rule of end stress requires
that the concern of the parable is not the gathering process or Jesus’ implied
association with sinners but the separation process (v.48b).”'?' Therefore the
parable has nothing directly to do with the mixed state of the church.!?

Concluding Remarks

Although it has great historical pedigree, the view that the parables of the weeds
and the dragnet refer to the visible church lacks exegetical support. It rests upon
the equation of the kingdom with the church and appears to have arisen from
the projection of later church contexts back onto Scripture. It is concerning
that this interpretation has led to the diminution of church discipline both in
the past and the present. Moreover, even those who have sought to maintain
the foundational importance of exclusionary church discipline have found
it difficult to defend alongside their reading of the parables. By calling into
question the identification of the kingdom with the church and re-examining
the exegetical foundations of the traditional interpretation, Ridderbos and Ladd
have posited a universalistic reading of the parables: they teach that good and
evil are to remain mixed in the world until the return of Christ, even though the
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kingdom is already present. While it is true that the church is of mixed character

and will remain so until the eschatological consummation, the parables of Matt

13 do not address this issue and they provide no basis for neglecting the pursuit

(however imperfect) of purity in the church.
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