The Ministry of Jesus- Teaching in Parables
The Sower and the Seed

Dear friends in Christ,


During the summer months, our focus is upon the ministry of Jesus as he presented in Matthew’s gospel, chapters 10-16.  Beginning today and continuing for 2 more Sundays, we are going to look at how Jesus uses parables to teach about the kingdom of God.  A parable is a brief story that makes a moral or religious point.  In the parables we quite often learn how God wants us to live and we quite often are taught how to better understand God.  We begin this morning with the well known parable of the sower.


If you were here last week, you will recall I began by saying that Jesus was having a stressful day.  Surprisingly, not everyone was responding positively to the message of the kingdom he was bringing.  Some people ignored him, some were angry with him, some responded positively at first, but then fell away.  We saw last week how Jesus prayed to the Father, turning this frustration over to God, and then invited us to turn our burdens over to Him.


The parable of the sower provides an additional explanation for why not everyone responds to the good news that Jesus brings.  A sower goes out and scatters seeds.  In the process the seeds land on four different locations, with four different soil conditions.

Some seeds land on a hard path.  The soil has been packed down, trodden under foot, and the seed has no way to work itself in the soil so that it might able to sprout and grow. The birds come and eat up the seed before it ever takes root.


Jesus says this is the person who hears the word, but does not understand it.  In his day this most certainly included the scribes and Pharisees, the religious leaders who were so set in their ways, they were not at all open to the new message he was bringing.  This includes anyone who is so hardened by life, they stubbornly refuse to open themselves up to God’s  message.


Some seed falls on rocky ground.  In that case, there is enough soil to sprout, but not enough to provide any depth for the roots.  The plant starts to grow quickly, but since there’s no developed root system, it cannot endure when the sun gets hot or other factors stress the young plant.


Jesus says this is the person that receives the Word, but doesn’t grow in it.  There’s initial enthusiasm, but no care is taken to work the soil so the roots have a chance to mature.  The crowds who followed him were much like that.  Many initially responded to his teachings and miracles, but they all fell away under stress, especially when Jesus was put on trial and crucified.


Some seeds fell among thorns, in the weeds.  If you garden, you are very familiar with weeds taking over and choking out the good plants you’re trying to grow.  Jesus says these are the cares of the world and the lure of wealth that chokes off  his word. This was a problem in Jesus’ day, even as it is today.  In Matthew 19 Jesus invites a rich young man to follow him, but he chose not to do so, because he was unwilling to part with his many possessions.


And finally, some seeds fell in good soil, prepared to receive the seed.  This represents those who were ready and willing to hear the word, commit their lives to God, and to follow.  Surprisingly, it is people you might least expect; the poor, the tax collectors, the prostitutes, the beggars, the blind and the lame, who were in Jesus’ day, most likely to be receptive to God’s Word.


As we think about the four soil conditions, the parable quite naturally leads us to think about ourselves.  Which of the four conditions best describe me?  How about you?  And what about other people we know, love and care about?


Well, the best answer, I think, is that we all have all four soil conditions within us.  At any given time, on any given day, we can be any one of those kinds of soils.


I know there are times when my heart is hardened and closed off from God.  I’m the hard path, not allowing myself to be open to the work of the Spirit.  And, of course, I know people like that.  The only way that soil gets prepared for seed, is if it’s turned over and cultivated.  And often that happens, sometimes in pretty dramatic ways.  The sudden loss of a job, a health crisis, a death in the family, a relationship break-up, all those kinds of things can turn the soil and make us open to God in our time of need.  We need to pray each day that we are open to how God might work in our lives, receptive to the seed of the Spirit.


There are times when my heart is like that rocky soil.  I make a new commitment to God, to daily prayer, to being a better servant of others, to being a better husband and father, only to flame out and fall back into my old ways.  We need to pray that God can guide us and give us the discipline to make the changes we know we need to make in our lives.


And who among us does not struggle with the cares of the world and the lure of wealth?  Are all those things that seem to be so essential to living in the modern world helping my relationship with God, or are they a hindrance? I came across this story that provides some food for thought.


 There was a rich man who lived an unhappy life. He visited a rabbi to talk about his depression. The rabbi took the rich man by the hand and led him to a window. "Look out there," he said. The rich man looked into the street, "What do you see?" asked the rabbi.
"I see men, women, and children," answered the rich man.  Again the rabbi took him by the hand and this time led him to a mirror. Now what do you see?"  "Now I see myself," the rich man replied.  Then the rabbi said, "Behold, in the window there is a glass, and in the mirror there is a glass. But the glass of the mirror is covered with a little silver, and no sooner is the silver added than you cease to see others, and you see only yourself."  

And then there are times when I am the good soil.  There are times when I am learning and growing and serving and the seed is sprouting and taking root.  I’m excited and feel blessed to be able to go on the mission trip this week up to the Wind River Indian Reservation.  I think that will be some good soil for myself and all of our group, as we are open to all that God has to offer.


Jesus provides a reason why not everyone in his day was responding to his message.  Some people were hardened paths, some had shallow roots, and some were choked off by weeds.  What was true then is true now.  In fact, if we’re honest, all those things are struggles within us.


But there is some very good news in this passage, if we stop to think about it.  There is this sower, who scatters with his hand this very precious seed.  If you actually saw someone walking along sowing seed in this manner you would say he was crazy.  Who does something like that?  Who takes valuable seed and indiscriminately scatters it on the path and in the rocks and among the weeds and in good soil?  What a waste!  What a fool!  You don’t scatter the seed, where it has almost no chance to grow!


Or maybe you do, if you are God.  Maybe you do, if what you are sowing is God’s abundant love and grace.  Maybe you do, if you believe this good news, this word of hope, has power to take root even in the most unexpected places.  Maybe you do, if your love is so great, that you don’t ever give up trying and hoping that the seed will sprout even on hardened paths, rocky soil, and among the weeds.  Maybe you do, if what you are sowing is not a finite bag of seeds, but an infinite amount of love, which never runs out.


The condition of the soils gets most of the attention in this parable.   It is important to point out, however, that Jesus does not use the parable to command his hearers to "be good soil," as though we could make that happen. We can’t.  All those soil conditions are at work in our lives at any given time.  If there is any hope for the unproductive soil, it is that the sower keeps sowing generously, extravagantly, even in the least promising places. Jesus called 12 disciples and invested in them and taught them and loved them over and over again.  They failed him often, but he never quit sowing his love.  In the same way, we trust that he will not give up on us either, but will keep working on whatever is hardened, rocky, or thorny within and among us. 
Let me conclude with a final thought about what this means for the mission of  the church.  Too often we play it safe, sowing the word only where we are confident it will be well received. In the name of stewardship, we hold tightly to our resources, wanting to make sure that nothing is wasted. We often resist new ideas and stifle creativity, hardening our hearts to the work of the Spirit. 

Jesus' approach to mission in this parable is quite different than our play-it-safe instincts. He gives us freedom to take risks for the sake of the gospel. He endorses extravagant generosity in sowing the word, even in perilous places. Though we may wonder about the wisdom or efficiency of his methods, Jesus promises that the end result will be a bumper crop, in one case a hundredfold, in another sixty, in another thirty.  As God’s love and grace have been scattered for us, so may we scatter it for others, trusting the seed will take root and lead to an abundant harvest.  Amen
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