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April 19, 2009

“The Parable of the Sower”

Matthew 13:1-23

FCF:  Resistance to even the most basic and fundamental points of Jesus’ teaching
PROPOSITION:  (anchor) With the coming of Jesus has come the Kingdom of God.
(magnet) We must then lay aside our assumptions and pay heed to what He says.
SCRIPTURE INTRODUCTION:

Big news from the Pentagon.  Funding for the F-22 Raptor fighter jet may be cut.  Funding for the F-35 Lightning will go on.  The idea is that the technology and the purposes of the Raptor are outdated whereas the Lightning, with all its versatility, is also stealth capable.  Meaning that because of the way it’s designed, it is extremely difficult for enemy sensors to detect, track, and attack.  Which means it can then move in behind defenses, no matter how alert they may be.  Good for the Lightning.  Bad for the enemy.
We have our defenses up as well.  And Jesus is willing and able to use stealth to move in behind them.  What defenses?  We are often so resistant to the most basic and vital points of His teaching.  And so He comes with stealth.  How?  Look with me.
SCRIPTURE READING:  Matthew 13:1-23
PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION

SERMON INTRODUCTION:

Assumptions can get you into trouble.  True story from a British newspaper.  A family of five was rushed to the hospital to have their stomachs pumped after the cat with whom they had shared a meal of mushrooms suddenly began to have stomach contractions.  When they returned home they found the cat feeling fine and doing well, especially so after having delivered five kittens.  Assumptions can get you into trouble.
What are ours?  The context of Jesus’ teaching is vital to see (READ Matthew 13:1).  What has happened “that same day”?  Looking back to Matthew 12 we see rising opposition.  And it is at this point we see Jesus begin to start teaching in parables.  Why?

He has been proclaiming the “the good news of the Kingdom of God.”  That is, the reign of God breaking into human history, working to redeem God’s people from sin and demonic powers and to establish the new heavens and new earth.  And with Jesus there were the signs of the Kingdom – the casting out of demons, miracles, the preaching of the gospel, the forgiveness of sins.  Which then raised some puzzling questions.

How could the Christ, the Savior, show these signs of the Kingdom and then be so opposed?  How can it be?  This was the burning question, the great riddle.  It didn’t make sense – then or now.  Think with me.  How can it be that the Christ has come, the God of the universe, that free and full salvation is offered, yet so many people are not only indifferent to it, but even actively against it?  How can it be?  A good question.
Jesus answers it by telling a story, a series of stories called parables – a common teaching method among the rabbis of the day.  Spiritual things are often difficult to grasp.  What Jesus is showing us is that the Kingdom of God is like a gem with many facets.  Each parable is like the facets which, as the gem is turned, reveal another new aspect.

The point of this facet, this story, answering this great question, is that the Kingdom has come into the world to be received by some but rejected by others.  So says the King.  And we need to lay aside our assumptions and pay heed to what He says.
I. THE WAY OF THE KINGDOM

And this begins with the way of the kingdom (READ Matthew 13:3).
A) Not as a Warrior

This was not what His hearers were expecting to hear.  
1. Old Testament imagery

After all, the Old Testament spoke of God as the King, dispensing His laws, His justice, and His blessings.  His known to be a mighty power before which no one could stand.  

2. Growing expectations

And over the centuries, the hope began to grow for a future Messianic kingdom that would restore the fortunes of Israel under a new, Davidic king.  Shattering godless nations.  The dominion of wicked rulers destroyed and the Kingdom given to the saints.  

B) But as a Sower

They were expecting the Kingdom to come via a warrior dramatically sweeping away His rivals.  But Jesus’ message is that, no, it comes like a farmer sowing His seed.    

1. Background

This was an agricultural society.  Even those who weren’t farmers would have understood the images.  Likely, they would have passed such fields on the way that day.
2. Significance

Jesus is saying the Kingdom has come.  But it is working secretly, quietly.  The King had come like an ordinary farmer.  His message, the gospel of the kingdom, is like seed falling on the soil.  And this is the dynamic force in the spread of the Kingdom of God.

This is not at all what they were expecting.  But it’s what He’s telling us.
Application:

Now what we glean from this is that there are some heart factors at play here.  The Word of God and the heart of man were made for each other.  And when they meet, new life springs forth with exponential potential.  Each seed so small yet, with the right soil and the right conditions, so much possibility.  Which has shown itself all through the history of the Church and in no few of us here this morning.  The seed and the soil coming together, bringing forth new life!  Such is the quiet but powerfully dramatic work of the Sower as He sows the seed of His Word in our hearts, bringing forth fruit – working in us, working through us, sending us out with the good news of the kingdom.
II. THE OBSTACLES TO THE KINGDOM

Which then takes us to the next arena in which our assumptions need to be challenged.  Not just in the ways of the Kingdom but in the obstacles to its growth.
A) Along the Path

1. Background

(READ Matthew 13:3b-4) Now this might seem a bit strange to us.  We’re accustomed to a plow-then-sow method.  Theirs was a sow-then-plow method, “broadcasting” the seed by hand as you walked.  And it was natural to have some seed fall on the hard path where scavenging birds would sweep down and eat up the seed since it was easy to take away.
2. Significance

 The point?  (READ Matthew 13:18-19) The path stands for those with hardened hearts who do not believe.  The birds stand for Satan’s work, thwarting the growth of the seed – a deceiving, distracting work that was not unique to those times.  It goes on still today.
Application:

To which I have to say with all seriousness to those of you here this morning with hardened hearts to the gospel, you need to consider why it really is you don’t believe.  I know you think it’s because of a choice you’ve made.  Consider why you’ve made it.
B) In Rocky Soil

1. Background

(READ Matthew 13:5-6) There were areas in the fields with shallow soil upon layers of rocks lying underneath.  The rocks would absorb heat during the summer, release that heat during winter, causing the seeds to spring up quickly.  But they had no root system.  So, when the intensity of the spring and summer sun came, they dried up and died out.

2. Significance

The point?  (READ Matthew 13:20-21) The plants on rocky soil stand for shallow belief.  The quick growth is an initial joy that sadly proves to be superficial.  The rocks are anything beneath that keeps them from growing.  The heat is the persecution and trouble that comes from belief.  The withering of the plants is then that person’s falling away.
Application:

To which I have to say that, if you’re a young Christian new in the faith, you need to know that the hard times will come.  And to endure and to grow through them, you will need depth to your faith, the kind of depth that comes through the disciplines of daily time in God’s Word, prayer, and the regular fellowship of other believers around you.  Those times will come.  Now is the time to work a deeper soil that your roots may grow.

C) Among the Weeds

1. Background

(READ Matthew 13:7) Think about it.  Weeds do allow for growth.  The problem is that they compete for the nutrients and light, taking away the strength of the growing plants.

2. Significance

The point?  (READ Matthew 13:22) The problem here is not what’s missing but what’s been added – the choking weeds of worry, the allurements of riches and pleasures, the desires for things outside our reach.  All of which works, by competing for the affections and attention of our hearts, to slowly but surely choke the Word and make us unfruitful.
Application:

To which I have to say that this in particular is the most serious of the warnings for us.  The competition of the weeds is real.  “The cares of the world” – whatever it is we think we need that God isn’t giving, whatever is tempting us to fret will lead us to faithlessness.  “The deceitfulness of riches” – it lies and then it leaves.  It’s a real problem for us.  We depend on creature comforts.  We despair at even the thought of losing them.  All of which raises a question.  What would “weeding the garden” look like for us?

The question has been “If the Kingdom of God has really come, then why these different responses?”  And the answer comes with this parable.  But Jesus tells us a bit more here as well.  Note what He says as to why He taught in parables (READ Matthew 13:10-13).  And then from there comes the quotation from Isaiah.  Now, there is certainly an allusion here to divine election and predestination.  Faith is a gift.  But the emphasis in this text is on human choice and responsibility.  One of the reasons for the parables is to punish unbelief.  Those who have believed will be given more.  But those who have not will find the truth hidden and taken.  The point is that this is what happens as the sowing takes place.  But ours is not to know what soil is of what type.  Ours is to keep sowing.

III. THE GROWTH OF THE KINGDOM

Which then brings me to the last point, the last arena in which our assumptions need to be challenged – the growth of the Kingdom.  (READ Matthew 13:8, 23)
A) Background to the Harvest
1. Typical yield

A little background here.  In modern times, a 40 to 60-fold gain is excellent.  In those times, a 5 to 15-fold gain was typical, 10-fold quite good.  This is what was normal.
2. This yield

But Jesus is describing something here far beyond that – a 100-fold gain.  If not utterly unheard of in Galilean soil (especially in those times), certainly far beyond what was expected and what folks were accustomed to seeing.  What’s going on here?
B) Significance to the Harvest
1. The fruitful disciple
With the imagery, Jesus is speaking of fruitful soil, the fruitful disciple, contrasted to the others at each point – hearing the Word, retaining it, and persevering to produce a crop.
2. The nature of the fruit
And the nature of the fruit?  Consider the things Jesus had taught already up to this point in the Sermon on the Mount (READ Matthew 5:2-10).  The character of the Beatitudes.  Then our influence as salt and light.  A righteousness greater than the Pharisees.  Our security in God.  Our desires and prayers given over and centered on Him.
This, as our King is telling us, is what life in the Kingdom looks like.

Application:

What do we say to this?  How our hearts should be moved with wonder and appreciation of our Teacher!  He, the One who has made all things, is then able to take us by the hand, and enable us to see the connections between the seen and unseen world.  And if you have any understanding of these things, recognize how it is you did – only by His grace do you have eyes to see and ears to hear anything at all.  Let that humble you.  

May our hearts hunger to understand yet more.  And may we long that others would as well.  Recognize that, as you go forth out those doors, there are people of all soils types all around us all the time.  And I would dare say at this very moment as well.
With the coming of Jesus has come the Kingdom of God.  And it is vital that we then lay aside our assumptions and pay careful heed to what He says.  He is the King.

CONCLUSION:

The disciples were wondering, “How can this be?”  And Jesus addresses it.  Which then leaves us with another question, “Which soil are you?”  This is how parables work.  The connection we feel to the “world” of the story brings us in.  But then our connection to our own “world” changes us as we go back.  So, which soil are you?

Understand that, ultimately, it only matters to a farmer if the seed is fruitful.  That stands to reason.  After all, he has a crop to harvest.  He’s invested much into it.  His livelihood, his family, his community, his next crop is depending on its yield.  Now I’m not saying Jesus is standing there wringing His hands waiting on you.  The point is that there is really only one issue.  What it comes down to is whether the soil is fruitful or not.
I bring this up because, as far as this parable is concerned, ultimately, there are only two kinds of soil – unfruitful and fruitful.  That’s not arrogant.  It’s just the facts.  Jesus isn’t playing games.  He’s out to rattle our assumptions (READ Matthew 13:9).  Do we have the ears for this?  Are we willing to hear Him?  He’s laid it out before us and made clear the meaning to the story.  Are we willing to hear and heed Him?  

The hearing He’s calling for is not just a matter of sound waves reverberating in these holes on the sides of our heads.  It’s a matter of our absorbing and embracing these things such that they become part of our very lives.  So, again, what kind of soil are you?
PROPOSITION:  (anchor) With the coming of Jesus has come the Kingdom of God.

(magnet) We must then lay aside our assumptions and pay heed to what He says.

