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SEEDS, SOIL, AND THE SOWER
Matthew 13:1-9, 18-23

A sermon preached at First Presbyterian Church by Carter Lester on

July 10, 2011

Introduction:  What is your favorite parable in the Bible?  In my informal and unscientific polling leading up to this sermon, it would appear that two parables are in a virtual tie at the top: the parable of the Good Samaritan – the one about the man being beaten up by robbers and helped not by a priest or scribe but by a Samaritan outcast – and the parable of the prodigal son.  They are certainly two of my favorites, two that I come back to time after time.

But I would add the parable here at the beginning of Matthew 13 to be considered at the top of my personal list.  Why?  Because, it is certainly hard to think of a parable that speaks more powerfully to the current church in North America or to our times.


This parable is one of seven that Jesus tells in Matthew 13 to describe the kingdom of heaven.  “Listen!  A sower went out to sow…“  “The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed...like a treasure buried in a field… like yeast…like a pearl of great price…like a net let down in the sea…”  Jesus is speaking from a boat beside a lake because that is really the only way he can be heard by the growing crowds that have come to hear him.  Through all of these parables, Jesus uses the stuff of everyday life that everyone in the crowds would be familiar but then often adds a twist that has a way of catching the crowd by surprise.  That is still the case, because although Jesus is using everyday examples he is using them to describe something that is far from everyday or ordinary.  Jesus is talking about that which is extraordinary and mysterious: the kingdom of heaven.

As one commentator notes, these parables are “illustrations of some truth that seems clear to [the crowds] one moment and hidden the next,” “his words as full of life and as hard to hold as a handful of lake.”  Not all who hear him understand him, not because what he says is too complex, but because it is not enough to listen to these parables with one’s mind.  One needs also to use one’s heart.


So let us listen with our ears, our mind, and our heart to Matthew 13:1-9, 18-23


Read Matthew 13:1-9, 18-23


Who has not seen this parable play out in our times?  Seeds of faith are sown but do not result in lasting faith.  There is so much in this world which can make having faith in God hard, so much that can keep the seeds of faith from producing fruit.
The seeds sown on the hard grown of the path snatched away by birds, identified with the “evil one” in verse 19 – who has not seen the havoc and destruction that alcohol and drugs can wreak in human lives and families?  Or apathy and cynicism that often flourishes in our times – they can also eat up the seeds of faith and hope.  And then there is the damage caused by abuses committed by church leaders – priests who abuse children, ministers who have affairs, trusted lay leaders who misappropriate money – when these terrible things happen the victims are not only those directly hurt, but all those who find it harder to trust in God or be part of a church because of such abusive sinners.

Or consider the seeds sown in rocky ground, those who receive the seeds of faith with joy, but put down no roots, so that when trouble comes, they wither and die.  Their faith does not last.  We have seen these people come and go.  Parents who come to church for the children but then find it hard to get to church because soccer or dance or some other activities in their children’s life take a higher priority.  Youth who are active in Seekers while in high school, but then go away to college and jobs and rarely darken the door of a church.  Adults who show up in a crisis, but then disappear once the worst of the crisis is over.  Visitors and “church shoppers” who come to church with the best of intentions, but find that, as with health clubs, good intentions are not the same as a commitment to grow.
Then there are the seeds choked out by thorns, choked out by the cares and concerns of the world.  There are those who find work or other responsibilities consuming their time and energy.  There are those who marry non-churchgoers, and find it easier just to stay at home with them.  
And, there are those who worry more about doing well than doing right.  Jesus mentions the pursuit of money specifically.  And, in fact, there often is an inverse relationship between money and faith.  The more you have, the more you can be seduced by the illusion that you are self-sufficient and really do not need others, including God.  Look around the world.  Where is the church shrinking?   In the relatively wealthy Europe and North America.  On which continent is the church growing fastest?  On the relatively poor continent of Africa.
We see these soils all around us in the people around us – soils which are not conducive to a faith that survives, much less grows and bears fruit.  And, if we are truly honest, we probably see that the problem is not just with other people: it is also with us.  As Barbara Brown Taylor puts it, reading this parable, “I start worrying about what kind of ground I [am] on with God.  I [start] worrying about how many birds [are] in my field, how many rocks, how many thorns.  I [start] worrying about how I could clean them all up, how I [can] turn myself into a well-tilled, well-weeded, well-fertilized field for the sowing of God’s word.  I [start] worrying about how the odds were three to one against me….”

There can be a lot to worry about when we look around, a lot of soil that is not conducive to growing seeds or bearing fruit.  And so it is that we may well find that this is a pessimistic parable, and therefore, a good one for describing our society and our times.
But look again.  Because this parable is not pessimistic.  It is simply realistic.  From the beginning, God’s word has been heard but not understood.  From the beginning, faith has been snatched away by the demons of this world, or has withered and died because the roots have been too shallow, or has been choked out because the concerns of this world prove to be too distracting from the call of God.  From the beginning, the seeds of faith have been planted, but they have not always stayed alive.  It was true in Jesus’ day; it was true in our grandparents day; and, it is true today.
This parable is realistic, but it is also hopeful.  Because where the seeds find good soil, they bear fruit and the harvest is more plentiful than could ever be reasonably expected: thirty-fold, sixty-fold, or even a hundred-fold.  The harvest is out of proportion even if all of the seeds had found good soil, taken root, and grown to produce fruit.
There is a reason why the church through the centuries has referred to this parable as the “parable of the Sower,” and not just as “the parable of the soils” or “of the seeds.”  It is on “the Sower,” or “the farmer,” that we should keep our eyes on if we are to properly understand this parable.  
And what a farmer he is.  As Tom Long notes, “Far from cautious, this farmer throws seed around with abandon…He sows the seed extravagantly, as widely as he can, oblivious to the risks…[And] despite the wasted efforts and the squandered seed, the farmer nonetheless achieves a bumper crop.”

There is bad soil out there – in the world and in our lives.  But the good news is that the gospel is not all about us – it is about God.  And, in God we have a Sower who is not stingy with grace, but sows it everywhere, abundantly and extravagantly.  God is a Sower who is not thrown off by birds, thorns, rocks, or a scorching sun, or anything else the evil one, or sin, or the world might try to keep the seeds from growing.  In the hands of this Sower, the harvest will come in, and when it comes in it will be enough to fill every barn to the rafters and every silo to the top.

Consider Jesus himself.  He is sowing seeds widely and extravagantly, preaching to crowds here in Galilee and eventually going to the Temple in Jerusalem.  Some of the seeds will take root in his disciples.  But look what happens to them when it gets the sun comes out and Jesus is arrested: one will betray him; one will deny him; virtually all of them will abandon him.  He will sow seeds but the birds will snatch them just as he is snatched by the guards who arrest him in the Garden.  And as for thorns, Jesus will wear a crown of them when he dies on the cross.  What wasted and worthless seed.  What barren soil.  At least that it the way that it appears on Friday.
But on Sunday, Jesus will rise from the ground.  His resurrection brings new life out of dead ground bearing fruit where there seemed to be no chance of that.  And his meager band of disciples, despite all of their weaknesses and imperfections, will bear fruit too.  From a band of 12 will come a church which shortly spreads throughout the Roman empire, and through the centuries, spreads around the world – bearing fruit thirty-fold, sixty-fold, or even one hundred-fold.  Someone was even reckless and extravagant enough to scatter seed where you and I could hear it so that it could take root in us.  That is why we are here.
When we look at the world we may well worry.  When we focus on those who are not here and not in any church, we may well grow discouraged.

But this parable shifts our focus away from what we and others are doing and turns our focus to what God is doing.  And what God is doing is sowing seeds of grace and love indiscriminately, extravagantly, and without end.  We may not always see the new life emerging from the seeds.  A lot remains hidden and underground.  But God even now is preparing a great harvest.
May the parable of the Sower be a model for the church, Christ’s body in the world.  We can begin new ministries.  Some may fail.  We can share the gospel.  Some may not want to hear it.  We can work for justice, but sometimes it will feel like only a small drop in a very big ocean.  We can go out of our way to help others, but we may receive little thanks in return.
But we keep on doing all of that anyway.  We keep on sowing seeds of love and grace, justice and mercy, even when it seems futile or a waste of time.  Because in the mystery of God’s grace and providence, even if we cannot see it now, some seeds are finding good soil.  And even now, they are growing into a bountiful harvest.  Not because of what we have done.  But because of what God is doing.

The novelist Bebe Moore Campbell summed it up this way: “Some of us have that empty-barrel faith.  Walking around expecting things to run out.  Expecting that there isn’t enough air, enough water.  Expecting that someone is going to do you wrong.  The God I serve told me to expect the best, that there is enough for everybody.”

This is the God that this parable calls us to trust.  There is a lot of hard soil in the world, a lot of thorns, a lot of rocks.  But they are no match for the extravagant grace and power of God.  Let us go out in faith, confidently sowing seeds of love and grace “like there is no tomorrow, precisely because there is a tomorrow and it belongs to God.”
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