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Passages:
James 1:19-27
Idea:
A spiritual morning glory can strangle the tree of God’s Word.
Subject:
Spiritual formation:  cultivating, planting, weeding, pruning, nurturing
Title:
Blooming Souls:  “Weeding for the Planted Word”; JJB, SPUC, 25 Feb 07
Have you ever seen the weed that is named convolvulus?  Yes, I quite sure you’ve all seen it – perhaps even this morning in all its glory (there’s a hint).  Convolvulus takes over gardens like a habitual talker takes over group conversations.  It creeps into sheds and barns and even houses, and it essentially ‘eats’ other plants and even trees.  The convolvulus can grow nearly a kilometer long – all stuffed within an area of a few square meters.  One convolvulus can produce over 4,000 seeds – each of them hardly bigger than a grain of sand – and those seeds can hide in a patch of soil for as many as 60 years before bursting forth with its entangling, strangling, & stealing tendencies.
What is the common name for the convolvulus – does anyone know?  The morning glory.  This beautiful weed is very deceptive, damaging, and even deadly.  Yesterday I came upon an internet Q & A board about the morning glory plant, and I read comment after comment that went essentially like this, “The flowers are beautiful, BUT …

… it strangled my plum tree!”

… it gets into the pool filter, the cypress trees, the rose bushes, etc.  It dies back every year, and I tear out all the vines; then every year it comes back, more & more & more.”

… if you care about your neighbors at all you will not plant this plant.  It should be outlawed!”

Well, the morning glory is outlawed in the United States – or at least you cannot import them without a permit.  In the US the morning glory is viewed as an agricultural pest, and citrus farmers in particular don’t want that plant anywhere near their farms.

Unfortunately, we have a very large and aggressive morning glory plant, or plants, in the next-door lot – right behind the St. Paul Center.  I just hope that, some Sunday morning, a morning glory shoot doesn’t suddenly break through the back wall and steal away our translator!  Wouldn’t that be terrible!  Seriously, however, I’ve repeat​edly told our gardener, Nuri, to not let that plant creep over our wall, but to frequently cut it back, lest it begins to take over our property as well.

In some parts of the world, the morning glory plant is called exactly what it is – a weed – and it’s given more appropriate names, like devil’s hair, or even devil’s guts.  And I’m going to go one step further and liken this weed to ‘the sin that so easily entangles,’ to use words from Hebrews 12:1.  James, who was most likely the brother of our Lord Jesus Christ, says essentially the same thing in our passage today:  “… get rid of all moral filth and (literally) the abundant growth of wickedness, and humbly accept the word planted in you, which can save you” (1:21).  A few verses earlier James writes that that implanted word is the new-life-giving ‘word of truth,’ which yields first-fruits.
That’s what God intends for us to be:  first-fruits of a new creation.  I remember 15 or even 10 years ago in this country, fruit was very seasonal; even apples and oranges were only available in their traditional seasons. And when those seasons came around, the first farmers to display a beautiful crop of apples or oranges at the local pazar were the proudest.  Elma! Elma! Elma!  Portakal! Portakal! Portakal!  They were proud of the beautiful specimens of fruit that their trees produced.  And that’s a little bit how God wants to be with you and me … he wants us to be displays of his remarkable, regen​erative, marvelous and miraculous glory, so that others too would be drawn in and would humbly accept an implanting of his new-life-giving word.  But you know what?  Just one innocent-looking, eye-pleasing, morning-glory-like sin can strangle the Word of God in either your life or mine.  That’s as true as the fact that morning glories do grow.
The Hebrew and Greek of the Bible use seventeen different words, believe it or not, to describe weeds, such as thistles and briars.  A couple weeks ago we focused upon the Parable of the Sower, and some seed, you recall, feel among the thorns, “which grew up and choked (strangled) the plants” (Matt 13:7).  If you look further along in that chapter, and also at the parallel accounts of the parable in Mark and Luke, you gain an understanding of Jesus’ identification of spiritual weeds.  He identifies three spiritual weeds that I’d like to highlight for you now, and then we’ll talk about how we can get rid of them – or at least keep them from “climbing over the neighbor’s fence,” so to speak, and taking over our lives as well.
Jesus identifies the first weed as the cares of this world (Matt 13:22); in other words, the anxiety or worry that arises from over-focusing upon the business and circum​stances and uncertainties of this earthly life.  The ‘cares’ of this world are myriad, aren’t they?  And sometimes all it takes is one phone call, or one bit of bad news given by an employer or friend or family member, and suddenly it’s as if a shoot of morning glory has just wrapped around our heart, with its ever-tightening, sucking grip.
Part of the problem is that the cares of this world, and the anxiety and worry that grow from them, can grow so fast, can’t they?  God’s Word, which is elsewhere likened to a spiritual fruit tree in our lives, grows comparatively slowly, sometimes very slowly.  And weeds grow fast.  Weeds often steal nutrients and water from the soil before they ever have a chance to reach the roots of the tree.  Likewise, the cares of this world can sap our energy, and can suck up the best of our nourishment, thus preventing God’s Word from growing and bearing fruit in us.
Jesus identifies for us another weed as well:  the deceitfulness of riches (Matt 13:22 & Mark 4:19).  Jesus is not calling wealth itself here a worthless weed – not at all; rather, Jesus is referring to the magnetism of money … the wooing of wealth … the attraction of affluence.  It is this misdirected love that is a real choking thorn or strangling vine.  It’s like letting morning glory grow round and round your plum tree just because you love the beautiful flowers of the morning glory vine.  “Let there be more and more pretty flowers,” one might say, “how I love the pretty flowers!”  But then eventually that plum tree stops producing plums, then it stops turning green, then it dies al​together.  The beautiful morning glory has killed it:  just like the deceit of beautiful riches or alluring wealth can do to the tree of God’s Word in our souls.
Jesus identifies one other spiritual weed, this one in Luke’s version of the Parable of the Sower (Luke 8:14):  the pleasures of this life.  Not that pleasures themselves are evil – that’s not the point.  Again, it’s misdirected love … when we love the pleasures more than the pleasure-Giver, then those pleasures become vine-like … and vicious.
So, those are Jesus’ description of spiritual weeds:  the cares of this world, the deceitfulness of wealth, and the pleasures of this life.  James, Jesus’ faithful brother, identifies for us some other weeds:  uncontrolled anger.  Unrestrained, hot-headed anger may seem quite different from the spiritual weeds that Jesus identified, but basically, it is the same:  it is simply a failure to love others and to let God be God.  Every time uncontrolled anger is exercised, it grows … it grows like a vine wrap​ping around the trunk of a tree, and by the time uncontrolled anger becomes a habit, the innocent-looking morning glory has a life-threatening grip on the tree of God’s Word.
Then it seems James is more or less overwhelmed by the innumerable spiritual weeds in the world – and in our hearts.  And so he simply says, “… get rid of all the moral filth and the evil that is so prevalent ….”  It seems spiritual and physical weeds have a lot in common – including abundance!  In American alone over 1,775 species of weeds have been identified – and there are no doubt thousands more elsewhere!  And, believe it or not, there are weeds – single plants – that can produce over 100,000 seeds!  So, phy​sical weeds in this world pose huge problems that will never be eliminated, but may be controlled.  And that’s really what we need to aim to do in our own lives.  We will never live sinless lives here on earth, and anyone who thinks that he or she can live without moral fault or failure is only deceiving themselves.  All of us fall short day by day; we all need the im​planting of God’s gracious word of truth.  This is for sure.  Having said that, however, let me add that God gives us the wherewithal to control the problem of sin in our lives.  We’re going to talk about how to do that in just a minute, but first let me tell you about one more weed – the worst one of all (and I think Jesus would agree).

The evil in our hearts does not get any worse than this:  merely listening to the word … and not doing what it says (James 1:22 – a key verse in the Book of James).  To come face to face with the weed-killing, gift-giving, fruit-bearing, recreating word of God … and then shrugging it off – this is the greatest offense of all to the Almighty & Gracious God.  This is the Laodicean … the complacent Christian whose soul is being strangled.  Such a person doesn’t really care about what weeds do to his heart, because … he is so pleased with himself, and she is so satisfied with being socially respected and even admired.  And so … who needs this so-called salvation that God has to give?
Well!  That kind of attitude is for neither you nor me.  Instead, you and I need to be ever aware of the seriousness and deadliness of sin.  And this brings me to the first of three admonitions, or words of counsel, that I have for you.  The first one is this:  be vigilant.  During certain times of the year, especially late spring and summer, if Nuri would take it easy and ignore the wall near the well for just a few days, we’d have morning glory creeping its way into our garden, positioning itself to take over, little by little.  And if he stopped weeding our garden, it wouldn’t be long before the ‘tidy beauty’ of our garden would disappear, and it would begin to look overgrown, unsightly, and depressing.  

The same is true of our souls, Friends.  And what reveals the weeds in our souls?  Nothing does it as effectively as the Word of God:  it’s like a mirror for our souls, as our passage today indicates.  Last week we talked about the bountiful benefits of reading and reflecting upon the Word of God – to do so is to be vigilant with respect to the spiritual morning glories and thorns that sprout and creep into our lives.
In addition to being vigilant, act! Get rid of the moral filth and the evil! Don’t tolerate it!  One of the main keys to our success as a follower of Jesus Christ is promptly pulling out the spiritual weeds in our lives whenever they become apparent.  God’s Word will reveal the weeds in our souls, but we’ve got to be willing to attack them.  We’ve got to be willing to put on our gloves and go to work – then will the Holy Spirit help us out.  In the parable of the sower, you know what the difference was between the good soil and the soil with the thorns?  Nothing!  The soil was the same.  The difference was that part of the soil had been actively cleared of weeds, and part of it had not been.  The garden​er didn’t do his job completely, and in the end, that made a fatal difference.  Let us not tolerate the morning glories of sin, dear Friends, just because they’re pretty.
Finally, in addition to being vigilant and pro-active, pray.  Ask God to help you get rid of the weeds in your life.  You know, as a youth, I spent countless hours weeding the many gardens of the home in which I grew up.  And I learned very well that there’s more or less a standard position for weeding a garden, and that is … on your knees.  Essentially the same position is needed, Friends, when we’re weeding our lives.  We must be willing to get down on our knees and go to work with God.  I think that’s what God means when he says, “Humbly accept the implanted word, which can save you.”
The conference room in the far corner of our building used to be my office.  In the early years of the St. Paul Center, I would look out of my office window & gaze upon a tree.  I presumed it was a fruit tree, probably an orange tree, but to tell you the truth, I couldn’t tell.  It had long since stopped bearing fruit.  In fact, it eventually stopped living all to​gether.  The morning glory made a meal of it, and now it is virtually gone.  Likewise, a spiritual morning glory can make a meal of the tree of God’s Word in our lives.  So let us be vigilant.  Let us act upon what we read in God’s Word.  And let us get down on our knees and go to work with God.
Amen.
