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The Sower and the Soils

Immanuel Baptist Church

2012.09.16

Scripture: Mt 13:1-9, 18-23

Let us pray,

Dear Father in Heaven,

Creator and Sustainer of the universe,

Hallowed be Your Name!

Thank You for Your Words of Eternal Life.

Thank You for Jesus, Your living Word.

Open our hearts and minds to understand 

what You want to teach us today.

We pray this in the precious Name of Jesus Christ, 

our Saviour and Lord, AMEN.

--

Of the 30 or so parables of Jesus in the New Testament, 

only 7 are found in all 3 synoptics: Matthew, Mark and Luke!

The Parable of the Sower is one of those few, 

and likely the most well-known.

Especially with parables and stories we know well, 

one way of knowing just how well we know them 

is to write them down by heart 

and then check with the original!

I did this for myself and was surprised to see 

the details I left out 

and which other ones I added 

to the Parable itself 

and then Jesus’ interpretation.

Since this would take too long for all of us to do during this service, 

I would like to invite you to take another approach 

in seeing how well you know this parable.

Let me summarize 3 interpretations 

and ask which one you think is the correct one:

1) There are 4 kinds of people, 

each represented by the 4 soils the seeds fell on.


Only those who are like fertile ground 

become Christians when they hear the Word of God.

2) Even though most people who hear the Good News 

won’t accept it, 

the Kingdom grows in amazing proportions.

3) The seed is the Word of God.

The soil is each heart.


Those with hard hearts like the pathway 

have the Word of God snatched away by Satan.


Those with shallow hearts like rocky soil 

don’t last long.


Those with cares and worries get choked.



Only those with open hearts receive the Word of God 

and bear fruit.

--

Each of the 3 interpretations is valid, but how do they measure up 

when we take a close look at what Jesus says here?

To begin with, we need to realize 

that there are subtle differences 

in the details of the Parable and its interpretation 

in all 3 Gospel accounts!

Sometimes we find ourselves adding some details from one account 

into that of another.

One valid approach would be to compare all 3 versions 

and allow each to help explain the other.

Another approach is to deliberately stick with one Gospel account 

and closely examine what Jesus teaches in that particular context.

This morning I invite you to limit ourselves 

to the account in Matthew 13, 

with a special focus on Jesus’ interpretation.

--

A few details were new to me in studying the Parable 

for today’s sermon.

1. In the original Greek text, the word ‘seed’ is never mentioned!

It is implied by the image of the ‘sower’, 

what happens to what is sown, 

and the resulting crop at the end.


But neither in the Parable nor its explanation in Matthew 

is the word ‘seed’ actually mentioned!

Perhaps this should caution us not to place too much emphasis 

on the seed itself!

2. It seems that the ‘sower’ is indiscriminate 

in where he sows the seeds.


Does Jesus give us the example of a ‘sloppy’ farmer 

who isn’t careful enough to toss his seed only on good soil?

The ‘sower’, however, is only mentioned once 

at the beginning of the Parable and in the title of its explanation, but then never again.

Moreover, Jesus doesn’t explain who the ‘sower’ represents, 

so we need to pay attention 

not to overemphasize him in our interpretation.

3. Jesus ends the Parable with the words: 

“Whoever has ears, let them hear.”

This seems to be more than just a saying 

or a word of warning tacked on at the end.

The Greek word used here is ‘akouo’, 

the same word from which our English work ‘acoustic’ comes from.

Jesus repeats the same word 5 times in His explanation of the Parable.


v. 18 “Hear then what the Parable of the Sower means.”


v. 19 “When anyone hears the message of the kingdom…”


v. 20“…someone who hears the Word 

and at once receives it with joy”


v. 22 “…someone who hears the Word, but the worries of this life 

and the deceitfulness of wealth choke the Word”


v. 23 “…someone who hears the Word and understands it”

--

This is a good place to begin with.


Remember that in v. 2, there is such a large crowd 

listening to Jesus, 

that He gets into a boat 

and teaches the people who are gathered on the shore.

All of them ‘hear’ what He says.


But not all are able to ‘hear’ in the same way!

When His disciples later ask Jesus 

why He speaks to the people in parables, 

Jesus tells them that only the disciples truly see and hear.

In verses 16 & 17 we read:


“But blessed are your eyes because they see,


and your ears because they hear.


For truly I tell you many prophets and righteous people 

longed to see what you see but did not see it, 

and to hear what you hear but did not hear it.”

--

With this in mind, let us look at Jesus’ explanation of the Parable.

1) First the explanation of v. 4, the seed which falls along the path and the birds which eat it up.

In v. 19 we read:


“When anyone hears the message about the Kingdom 

and does not understand it, 

the evil one comes and snatches away 

what was sown in the heart.  

This is the seed sown along the path.”

Jesus makes a comparison between 

a person who does not understand the message 

and the seed sown along the path.

Please note that Jesus does not say ‘the seed is like this person.’


What He does say is that 

‘the seed sown along the path is like 

the person who does not understand the message.’

The image tells us that those who hear but do not understand 

are like seeds sown along the path 

which are eaten up by birds.

Jesus tells us that ‘the evil one comes 

and snatches away what was sown in the heart.’

It is the ‘evil one,’ Satan himself, 

who does not want us to understand 

the message about the Kingdom 

that Jesus is teaching!

In James 4:7-8 we read:


“Resist the devil, and he will flee from you.


Come near to God and He will come near to you.”

Satan has a vested interest in preventing us from understanding the Good News, and many let him get away with it!

2) v. 20-21 “The seed falling on rocky ground 

refers to someone who hears the Word 

and at once receives it with joy.  

But since they have no root, 

they last only a short time.  

When trouble or persecution comes 

because of the Word, 

they quickly fall away.”

According to Arlen Hultgren, 

the expression ‘rocky ground’ probably 

does not mean ‘ground with rocks in it,’ 

but rather ‘rocky ground over which a thin layer of soil is spread.’

In other words, 

it seems as if this person understands the message of the Kingdom, 

but when challenges come, is not willing to follow through.

This appears to be the description of a Christian, does it not?


This person hears the Word and receives it with joy!



The seed does take root and grows.

What happens, though, is that trouble or persecution comes 

‘because of the Word’ 

and these type of Christians ‘quickly fall away.’

Please remember, this is what Jesus is saying!


This is the Word of God speaking to each one of us today!

--

What do we do when we encounter resistance to our faith?


Do we stand up for Jesus, no matter what others may think?



Or do we prefer to remain quiet 

out of fear for what might happen to us?

Could it be that the reason for this is that 

our faith remains shallow 

instead of digging deeper into the Word 

and growing stronger all the time?

Does this have implications for Discipleship?


I think it does!



Jesus does not only command us 

to ‘make disciples of all nations,’ He also tells us 

to ‘teach them to obey everything I have commanded!’

Unless believers, young and old, 

continue to learn and grow in their faith, 

they will not be able to remain faithful when challenges arise!

3) v. 22 “The seed falling among the thorns 

refers to someone who hears the Word, 

but the worries of this life 

and the deceitfulness of wealth 

choke the Word, making it unfruitful.”

Again, Jesus refers to people who have accepted the Good News.


These Christians begin to grow, 

but worry and wealth make them unfruitful.

Could this be a picture of what is happening 

in many churches in North America?

Are not the 2 key issues we face in our society worry and wealth?

Could it be that the reason for such little church growth 

is that we have allowed worry and wealth 

to make us unfruitful?

In Jeremiah 4 the Lord also refers to ‘sowing among thorns.’

Let us read the first 4 verses:


“If you, Israel, will return, then return to Me,” declares the Lord.


“If you put your detestable idols out of my sight 

and no longer go astray, 

and if in a truthful, just and righteous way you swear, 

‘as surely as the Lord lives,’ 

then the nations will invoke blessings by Him 

and in Him they will boast.

This is what the Lord says to the people of Judah and to Jerusalem:

“Break up your unplowed ground

and do not sow among thorns.

Circumcise your hearts, you people of Judah 

and inhabitants of Jerusalem,

or My wrath will flare up and burn like fire

because of the evil you have done

· burn with no one to quench it.” (Jer 4:1-4)

Jesus tells us plain and clear in Matthew 6:24


“No one can serve 2 masters.  

Either you will hate the one and love the other, 

or you will be devoted to the one and despise the other.  

You cannot serve both God and money.”

Lets take a serious look at ourselves 

to see if worry and money are choking us in our Christian life.

This may well be the reason for our unfruitfulness.

The Lord calls us to repent 

and ‘break up the unplowed grown of our hearts’ 

so that we will not sow among the thorns!

--

Only on the path is the seed snatched away by the devil.


It is our own fault if we do not dig deeper into the Word 

so that our roots will grow strong 

and we will be able to stand up to ‘troubles’ or ‘persecution.’


It is our own fault if we allow worry and money to make us unfruitful in our Christian lives!

4) v. “But the seed falling on good soil refers to 

someone who hears the Word and understands it.  

This is the one who produces a crop, 

yielding a hundred, 60 or 30 ties what was sown.”

What are the 2 key markers of a Christian that will be fruitful?


‘Hearing the Word’ and ‘understanding it.’

Please remember that there is more to ‘hearing the Word’ than just coming to church on Sunday!

In John 8:47 Jesus says:


“Whoever belongs to God hears what God says.


The reason you do not hear is that you do not belong to God.”

Are we merely hearing words, or are we ‘hearing what God says?’


If we don’t hear God speaking to us, 

we won’t know what His Will for us is.


Blessings don’t come when we do things ‘for God.’

God doesn’t need us to do anything ‘for Him.’

Blessings come when we ‘do the Will of God.’


Our eternal salvation depends on that.



If you’re not sure, please read Matthew 7:21.

Let’s take Jesus serious.


He says that if we don’t hear what God says, 

we don’t belong to God!

Too many people think they are Christians, when they are not!

Just ‘hearing’ the Word of God is not enough.


Each of the seeds falling on the 4 types of soils 

‘heard’ the Word of God.

The first group ‘hears but does not understand’ 

and Satan snatches away what was sown in their hearts.

The last group ‘hears the Word and understands it.’

We haven’t ‘understood’ what we ‘hear’ 

until we put it into practice!

Jesus already made this very clear 

at the end of the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew 7:24-25


“Therefore everyone who hears these words of Mine 

and puts them into practice 

is like a wise man who built his house on the rock.  

The rain came down, the streams rose, 

and the winds blew and beat against that house, 

yet it did not fall, because it had its foundation on the rock.”

To ‘understand’ the Word of God is to put it into practice.


If we are not changed as a result of ‘hearing’ the Word, 

we are not like the seed that fell on fertile ground.

We don’t need to be surprised if our Christian lives are unfruitful when we don’t put the Word of God that we hear into practice!

--

Now how does Jesus’ explanation of the Parable of the Sower and the Soils line up with the 3 interpretations I presented at the beginning?

1) There are 4 kinds of people, 

each represented by the 4 soils the seeds fell on.


Only those who are like fertile ground 

become Christians when they hear the Word of God.

What’s missing here, is that Jesus tells us 

the seeds sprout in 3 of the 4 soils.

We must not close our eyes to what can happen after we come to faith in Jesus Christ as our Lord and Saviour!

2) Even though most people who hear the Good News 

won’t accept it, 

the Kingdom grows in amazing proportions.

That’s great news, but we must remember 

that this can only happen if we grow deep roots 

and don’t let worry and wealth rob us of our fruitfulness!

Only ‘hearing AND understanding,’ 

in other words, putting the Word into practice, 

will allow us to be fruitful Christians.

3) The seed is the Word of God.

The soil is each heart.


Those with hard hearts like the pathway 

have the Word of God snatched away by Satan.


Those with shallow hearts like rocky soil 

don’t last long.


Those with cares and worries get choked.



Only those with open hearts receive the Word of God 

and bear fruit.

When we are careful to read Jesus’ explanation as it is in Matthew 13, 
we will not be able to equate the seed with the Word of God 

or the soil with each heart 

even though both help us understand the picture.

The Parable needs to be understood as a warning to those of us who are not willing to put the Word of God into practice!


Fruit is a result of obedience!



If we have worry in our life, 

we are not truly ‘seeking the Kingdom of God first.’


If money is important to us, 

we cannot serve God the way He wants us to.


If we don’t dig deep into the Word of God, 

we will not be able to stand up 

to the challenges ahead of us.

Let us take a very honest inventory 

of which of the 4 seeds Jesus might consider us to be, 

and ask Him to transform us into obedient, 

fruit-bearing followers of the King of King and Lord of Lords!

As a song of commitment, let’s turn to #529 and sing:


“O, How I Love Jesus!”
