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Matthew 13:1-9, 18-23

Eighth Sunday after Pentecost ~ Series A ~ July 10, 2005

The Sower


The text for today is our Gospel lesson, Matthew 13:1-9, 18-23, which has already been read.

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!

Leaving the house where He was staying in Capernaum, Jesus went out and sat by the lake.  As large crowds gathered around Him Jesus got into a boat and sat down to teach.  With the rise of land on the west serving as a natural amphitheater, the people stood on the shore and listened as Jesus told a series of parables.

Parables are stories of comparison, using something familiar in nature or human experience to teach and to bring home a better understanding of the kingdom of God.  The parable of the sower is a fine example.  

A farmer sows his grain.  As he scatters the seed some falls upon the hardened pathway dividing the field.  Some birds come and eat it up.

Much of Palestine consists of rocky elevations where the underlying rock comes close to the surface and has only a thin covering of earth.  Some of the seeds fall in this stony soil.  Since the rock holds the heat, there is a quick sprouting and shooting up into the air, but a still quicker scorching by the sun, since the roots have no chance to enter deeply into the ground to find life-giving water.

Other seeds fall among the thorns, where the plow was used, but had not succeeded in clearing away all the thorn roots.  The hardier weeds steal air, light, and moisture from the tender stalks of grain, and choke them out.

But other seeds fall upon good soil; rich, clean soil, where it has moisture and sunlight in the right proportion.  The good soil produces one hundred, sixty, or thirty times what is sown—yields unheard of until the last century with modern methods of tillage, herbicide, and hybrid seed.

Jesus’ closing words: “He who has ears, let him hear,” hint that there is a hidden meaning in the story, and that every hearer should find this meaning and apply it properly to spiritual life.  Later as He’s alone with His disciples, Jesus explains the parable, providing them an example of how they can find the hidden meaning in other parables and apply them properly to their own spiritual lives.  

The seed that is sown in the Kingdom and for the purpose of winning for the Kingdom, is the Word of God.  Jesus is the Sower.  He sows the seed of the Word, either personally, as in the days of His earthly ministry, or through His servants, as at the present time.  But there are also four different kinds of spiritual soil.  

There are some that pay fleeting attention to the message of the Kingdom.  They’ve somehow come into contact with the Church.  They’ve heard about Jesus.  But they do not take the Word into their hearts and minds.  It never becomes a real factor in their lives.  In this case, the Evil One, Satan, has little difficulty in snatching away the truth, which they’ve just barely grasped. 

Satan has many methods of snatching the Word away from a heart.  At one time he tells a man that the Word that disturbs his conscience is mere exaggeration and only unbalances his mind.  Other times he whispers that the Word is uncertain, that no up-to-date man believes such superstitious nonsense.  To still others he says, “The preachers themselves don’t even believe it themselves.  They are really hypocrites as their own actions show.”  Yes, endless are these birds that Satan uses.  

Another class of temporary Christians accepts the Word eagerly and with apparent joy.  Their hunger for teaching is sometimes almost embarrassing.  But they are quick, emotional, shallow natures.  Their faith, though genuine, is not rooted deeply enough to withstand disappointment, tribulations, or the resulting open or hidden persecution on account of the Word.  Their rapid acceptance of the Word is equaled only by their hasty offense when they are asked to suffer for the sake of Christ.  They want the crown, but not the cross.

A remarkable feature of this parable is the fact that the shining sun is used to represent tribulation and persecution.  The seed that is sown in the good soil must have sun in order to grow as it should.  That’s what makes it produce a crop.  Just as little as grain grows without the sun, so little does the Word thrive in us without our suffering “because of the Word.”  In otherwise good conditions the sun (or persecution) encourages and enables growth.  But where the soil is shallow, where the ugly rock (the hidden hardness in a man’s heart) is found, the same conditions that cause others to grow in faith, lead him to falling away.

Not much different is another class, those who hear the Word with at least an intellectual acceptance, but their hearts have not been properly cleared.  The cares and worries of this world, the love and desire of riches, fill their hearts and capture their attention, and choke out any faith in their souls.

Only the fourth class of hearers presents soil ready for a crop that pleases the Lord.  By God’s grace, some hear the Word and listen to it.  In this instance the soil of the hearts is well prepared by the plowing of the Law, which incidentally weeds out earthly love and care of this world, selfishness, and self-righteousness.  Then the Master sows His good seed, the Gospel of His mercy.  He also sends the life-giving waters of His grace and the sun of His righteousness.  This results in a good crop, though the measure depends upon differences of gifts, of disposition, and of the capacity for receiving and spreading the kingdom of God.

Some would try to limit the parable to what happens in the very first contact of the Word with the human heart.  But that puts the emphasis in the wrong place.  It would simply suggest that some soils are fitter for receiving the seed of everlasting life than others.  But by nature none of us is fit soil for the seed of the Word.  Our hearts are hardened like stone, full of thorns and thistles and all kinds of noxious weeds.  They have to be prepared and tilled by the Sower.

What the parable and its explanation describe is the final fate of the Word in the hearts of men.  When life is done, some show a harvest, yields running from 30 to 100-fold.  All the rest show none.  Some never let the Word in, some never let it root, and some choke its growth.  But this final fate of the Word is shown us now, before life is done.  This is done because, though no man can change himself, God has means to change us all into good soil for His Word—that very same Word.  

With the Parable of the Sower, Jesus declares that He comes to sow His Word.  Wherever He goes, He proclaims His Law and Gospel.  He declares that we are sinful, prone to worship all sorts of false gods, and have no hope of saving ourselves, anymore than a field of grain can sow and harvest itself.  

But Jesus also announces the joyous news that all who trust in Him will be saved.  He sows this seed of salvation everywhere, because He has died for all and desires all to believe and be saved.  No, not all will believe.  In fact, even as Jesus proclaims this message, His enemies are growing in numbers and are plotting against Him.  Giving into the temptations of the devil, the world, and their own sinful flesh, they have Him arrested, tortured, crucified, and killed.  And, that’s that.  End of the story.  Or so they thought.

But you and I know differently.  We know Jesus rises from the dead three days later, never to undergo humiliation again.  He has conquered sin, death, and the devil.  He is invincible, almighty.  They can never hope to defeat Him again.  Shortly afterward, Jesus ascends into heaven, and that’s that!  End of the story.

Oh, but again, you and I know differently.  Jesus has not finished His work.  The Sower still sows His seed of the Gospel so that many might hear and believe.  Because He has died for all nations, He sends His apostles to make disciples of all nations.  How?  By baptizing and teaching all that He has commanded.  In other words, He sends His apostles to sow the Word.

The apostles have long since been called to glory, but the sowing continues.  This is the task of the Church: plant the seed of the Word.  Proclaim the Gospel of Jesus Christ by preaching His Word and administering the Sacraments.  After all, administering the Sacraments is nothing less than preaching the Gospel, because water, bread, and wine would be nothing more without the Word that is present.

The task of the Church is to sow the Word—to proclaim our Lord’s Law and Gospel, the Word of the Lord whom the devil, the world and the sinful flesh can no longer attack.  But here’s the rub.  Since the devil, the world, and the sinful flesh cannot attack the Lord of the Church, they do the cowardly thing.  They attack His Bride.  They seek to assault, defile, shame, and destroy His holy Church.

This is the lesson of Law from the Parable of the Sower.  Christians must be aware that the Word will be met with resistance.  The devil will bombard those who hear the Gospel with all sorts of other messages in order to confuse them, snatch away the Word, and lead them to unbelief instead.  He’ll divert their attention from studying good, solid doctrine to reading slickly packaged and marketed, but theologically lightweight, books like The Purpose Driven Life and The Prayer of Jabez or works of fiction like The Da Vinci Code that claim to be based on the latest historical scholarship, but, in fact, only rehash old Gnostic heresies from the early church.  These are among the demonic birds of the parable.  

Satan will incite pressure and persecution upon the Church—sometimes in the form of physical violence, sometimes in the form of bad press or ridicule from popular culture.  His purpose is to lead the weak and uninformed away by promising peace instead of strife; and, tragically, many will listen and follow.  This is the stony ground of the parable, where the plants are scorched by the sun.  

The world will also assault those who hear the Word with all sorts of cares of this world—it will tempt them to compromise or ignore the faith because it’s far more profitable to do so.  It will tempt them to fill their life with too many other activities—even otherwise good activities—that will take away from the limited time and resources they could use to grow in their faith and serve the Lord and neighbor.  This, our Lord says, is the weedy ground of the parable. 

This is the Law of the Lord.  Christians must expect attacks when they faithfully proclaim the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  When tempted to compromise and give credence to other messages and teachings—no matter how inviting and comfortable that might be—Christians must remain faithful to Christ alone and take the heat.  They must expect pressure—sometimes, spectacular pressure—from the world to back off.  When such pressure comes, they are to hear the Word, meditate upon it, commend all things to the Lord in prayer, and proclaim the Word all the more.  They must expect to be threatened with worldly adversity for proclaiming the Gospel as the only way of salvation.  They must expect to suffer hardship for proclaiming the truth.  When such threats come, they are to rejoice in the salvation bought by Christ’s precious blood; and they are to remain faithful.

This is the Law; but we dare not ignore the rest of the parable, for there is such joyous Good News here.  The Sower still sows.  He doesn’t abandon His Bride, and He won’t.  He will not abandon her—He won’t abandon you—because He is faithful.  He will see to it that the Word is proclaimed.  And, you see, wherever the Word is, He is.

The Sower still sows!  By His Word, the only Son of God gives you forgiveness today.  He who washed your sins away in Holy Baptism continues to keep you cleansed now.  He speaks His Word of Holy Absolution, declaring that He has died for all of your sins.  He feeds you with His own body and blood, to strengthen and preserve you in the one true faith until life everlasting.

This Sower is your Savior, and He does not abandon you.  In Him you have forgiveness, life and salvation.  This is why we remain faithful to the message.  True, we remain faithful to His Word because His Law warns us that to abandon it leads to eternal judgment.  But there is a better reason.  His Gospel gives eternal life—nothing else does.  Why would we ever leave it, taint it, or turn from it to another message?  And how can we not proclaim it to others?

So what shall we do this week?  Sow the seed.  Continue to proclaim that Law and Gospel.  That is the fruit of those who hear the Word.  That is the yield that comes as a result of the seed being sown in good soil—100, 60, and 30-fold.   When faced with pressure not to sow the seed, so be it.  Let the pressure come.  The Lord is in the midst of His people, and they will not be moved. 

Therefore we do not lose heart.  Even though our outward man is perishing, yet the inward man is being renewed day by day.  For our light affliction, which is but for a moment, is working for us a far more exceeding and eternal weight of glory, while we do not look at the things which are seen, but at the things which are not seen.  For the things which are seen are temporary, but the things which are not seen are eternal (2 Corinthians 4:16-18).

Those eternal things are yours.  Why?  Because the Sower, who shed His blood for you, still sows.  He plants His Word of grace in you to give you life.  He sustains you in your Baptismal life by feeding you with His Word and Sacraments.  The devil, the world and the Old Adam will rage and spit.  But they’ve already lost.  The Sower has defeated them at the cross, and He gives that victory to you. 

Nothing will keep Him from sowing His Word.  Nothing will keep Him from declaring to you this Good News: You are forgiven for all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen.  

