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Context
	Today we are beginning a new mini-series on Jesus the teacher. We are going to look at some of his famous teachings, including a number of parables and the Beatitudes.  Today we are looking at one of his more famous parables, the Sower and the Seed.
	As a way of introduction, let’s set some context that will be helpful in our understanding of this passage.  In the previous chapters, Jesus has been met with a variety of responses to his teaching and miracles.  On the one hand, crowds gather to hear him, on the other hand he is accused of being in league with the devil and his family comes to bring him home thinking he is crazy!
	A crowd has formed again as Jesus teaches by the shore on the Sea of Galilee.  The crowd is so large that Jesus steps into a boat to teach from there so more people could see and hear him.  Jesus was preaching to the first mega-church!  We are told that Jesus sat in the boat which was not only practical, but sitting was the usual position for teaching in Jewish culture.
	Mark tells us that Jesus taught the crowd “many things by parables.”  Mark then includes a number of those parables through the rest of the chapter.  But what is a parable?  A parable is a story taken from everyday life used to illustrate a deeper principle. The word parable comes from the same root as our word parallel. The idea of a parable is to lay two ideas down next to each other for the sake of comparison.  Parables are different from allegories in that an allegory is usually all fictional or made up or fantasy. A parable is an example taken from everyday life.
	Notice in verse 10 that Jesus does not explain the parable to everybody in the crowd, but only to the Twelve and other disciples who were with them.  When Jesus taught using a parable he did not give the explanation but left the crowd to think about the parable and its meaning.
	In verse 11, Jesus tells these disciples, “The secret of the kingdom of God has been given to you.”  We’ve looked at the kingdom of God before, but as a reminder, the kingdom of God is not about a region or geography like we think of kingdoms.  The word for kingdom in Greek means the authority to rule. The region or area in which that authority is recognized is the geographical kingdom that is ruled. The kingdom of God means the rule or authority of God.
	This is important because many have attempted to carve out the kingdom of God as a region.  The region comes second. Submitting ourselves to the rule of God is what makes the kingdom.
Observations
	With these things in mind, let’s take a closer look at the teaching of Jesus in this passage.  Jesus tells the parable of a farmer going out to sow seed.  The farmer scatters the seed on the ground and some seed falls on different types of soil.  This was a normal way for farmers to plant in those days in that region.  
	You’ve probably all spread salt on your driveway or sidewalk. [pic] This is kind of like sowing seed.  You grab a handful of salt and toss it on the ground, trying to spread it out over the right area. You don’t take each grain of salt and place it one by one. You don’t measure where the salt lands.  Some of the salt falls on the driveway, some on the snow.  Some falls on the ice, some falls on bare patches.  In the same way, when a farmer was sowing seed, it wasn’t carefully measured, it wasn’t planted one seed at a time and some fell on good soil and others fell on bad soil.
	The seeds were deeply affected by the type of soil on which they fell. That which fell on the path was quickly eaten by birds. That which fell on shallow soil sprang up quickly but died just as quickly because it had no roots.  The seed which fell among the thorns and weeds grew up but were choked and unproductive. The seed that fell on good soil grew and produced a wonderful crop.  There is some difference of opinion on just how spectacular the multiplication is and it depends on how you count the harvest, but suffice it to say, the seed falling on good soil had a radically better result than that which fell on the poor soil.
	As we mentioned, parables are designed to make people think. The answer is not always apparent, even to the original hearers. In this case, the followers of Jesus did not seem to get the lesson in the parable, so they asked Jesus.  In Matthew’s account of this parable, they specifically ask why Jesus uses parables so frequently.
	First Jesus tells them they have been “given” the secret of the kingdom of God.  It is important to note that he does not say they have “discovered” or “found” or “figured out” the secret of the kingdom of God. They have been given the secret of the kingdom of God.  Our knowledge of the kingdom is a gift from God, not something we come to by ourselves.
	Jesus’ response to their question quotes Isaiah 6:9, 10.  This has been a troubling passage for centuries because Jesus begins, “So that” and continues on to quote Isaiah, “they may be ever seeing but never perceiving, and ever hearing but never understanding; otherwise they might turn and be forgiven.”  At first glance, it seems as if Jesus is saying he deliberately speaks in parables so that some people won’t be saved!
	The best way to understand this passage, though, is that it reflects the situation Jesus faced, rather than creating the situation.  As Mark has already told us in previous chapters, people saw Jesus’ miracles and heard his teaching, but they did not perceive the truth of the Gospel or understand his message.  So Jesus taught in parables in order to force people to think about what he was saying.  Those who are sincere seekers take the time to puzzle through to the meaning of the parable. This separates them from the casual onlooker.
	We also see that hearing and understanding are not the same. Seeing and perceiving are not the same. It takes more than just hearing the lesson or the message.  To “hear” means more than just listening, it includes applying what is heard to ones life. “When the kingdom comes near through Jesus’ teaching, it not only brings new information, but it also makes new creatures.” [Bruner, Matthew vol 2, p. 1]
	To understand the things of the kingdom is a gift. But that gift comes with a responsibility- Jesus says, “To him who has ears to hear, let him hear.”  Those who have been given “ears to hear,” who have been given the secret of the kingdom, there is a command to use that gift to actually hear, to understand and apply the message to themselves, to let it sink in and shape who they are. 
	Jesus then tells them what the parable means. This parable, more than any of his others, has the most connections with the real world. Each of the four types of soil represent something in the world.  This means this particular parable actually has multiple meanings or lessons it.  We’re going to get to those in a few moments. For now, however, we’ll limit ourselves to the text as written.
	Jesus begins his explanation by saying the seed is the word and the people are the different kinds of soil.  Notice that all four kinds of soil receive the word.  Why is this significant? Because it means Jesus is not talking about people who have never heard the word but rather he is talking about how different people respond to the word when they hear it.  None of the types of soil reject the seed outright.  None of the people in the parable reject the word outright.  Certainly in the vast crowd that heard the parable by the seashore there were people who were like each type of soil.  At the risk of getting an early start on the interpretation, today we typically think of those hearing the word as those in church.  The different kinds of soil represent different people in the church!  We all hear the word but we do not all respond the same way. Some people are like the hardened path, some like the shallow soil, some like the thorny soil and some are good soil.  The very first lesson in this parable is that hearing the word is not enough! Being in church is not enough!  Our participation in the kingdom of God is not determined by being in church but by our response to the word of God.  Do we bear fruit?
	One other observation I want to make is in verse 17 about rocky soil.  “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.”  The word used here for “trouble” is our old friend “scandalon.” [Bruner, p. 19] Think back to this last summer when we did the series on the Bait of Satan. [John Bevere, The Bait of Satan] We did that whole series on taking offense and how it is a trap that Satan uses to get between us and God, to prevent us from growing in the Lord.  The word “scandalon” refers to the bait in a trap.  From this word we get the word scandal and scandalized.  We often use the translation “stumbling block” or “offense.”  To quickly put things together for us, Jesus says that when some people hear the word, they receive it gladly and quickly respond. However, when offense comes along or when they are scandalized by something because of the word, they fall away.  The rocky soil refers to those who are offended and hang on to that offense.  That offense may be with the church or with people in the church or with things the church teaches, but it is offense held because of the word that people hold on to. They have taken the bait Satan lays out and they refuse to let go. The word dies in them just as quickly as it initially sprang up. 
Interpretation
	Now, for the sake of time, I want to get into the interpretation of our text.  The parable itself is filled with lessons for us, but I want to start with the little interlude in which Jesus gives his cryptic message about the secret of the kingdom being given to the disciples and that some see and never perceive, hear and never understand.  Seeing and perceiving and not the same. Hearing and understanding are not the same.  To understand the kingdom of God, to perceive God’s rule and authority, it has to be given to us.  It is a gift of God to understand the kingdom.  This is a repeated theme throughout the NT.  This is the doctrine of election, that those who are saved are saved because God chose them, not because they chose God.  Without getting into questions of predestination and how election works, the important thing to come away with is that we are dependent upon God for our faith.  We are saved by faith in Jesus, but that faith is a gift from God.
	What we need to grasp is that yes, we are given free will, but that free will is corrupted by sin.  Martin Luther speaks of this in his famous book Bondage of the Will.  He says that free will, the human heart, is held down by Satan’s power.  This burden, the weight of that power is so great that we cannot free ourselves of it by our own strength.  It takes a miraculous work of God’s Spirit in us for us to be able to see or hear those things of the kingdom that strike our eyes and ears. [Luther, cited in Bruner, p. 13] Once that work of God is done in us, we see and hear so easily we cannot understand how others cannot see it too, but we forget that it was God working in us to free our will so that we could choose him.
	Frederick Bruner, whose commentary on Matthew is fantastic, really appreciates Luther’s description.  He points out that unlike many modern theologians and Biblical scholars, “Luther’s theology is refreshing because it takes the doctrine of the devil with a New Testament seriousness.” [p. 13] He goes on to say that, “The doctrine of the election of God exists to create grateful believers.” [p. 14] We must always remember that our belief in Jesus, our faith, is a gift from God.  We should not take it for granted, we should not be prideful about it and we should be eternally grateful for it.
	I know in the past I have been guilty of skipping over Jesus’ comments between the parable and its explanation.  His words are confusing and I want to get to the meat of the parable, so I skip over what he says.  But these words are actually very important for us as we read not only the explanation of the parable of the Sower and the Seed, but all the parables that come after it.  Jesus’ words in verse 12 remind us that credit is to be given to the sower, not the soil, for reception of the seed. [Bruner, p. 15] As we read the parables of Jesus and attempt to understand them and be shaped by them, we must do so in humility, taking our responsibility to respond seriously but also recognizing that our ability to respond is the work of God in our character.
	So how do we interpret this parable? With the understanding that our ability to apply the meaning comes from God, how do we responsibly interpret this parable?  The soil represents people, or more specifically, people’s hearts- their minds, wills, emotions, desires, preferences and imaginations.  Some people’s hearts are hard, like the soil of the path.  Some people’s hearts are shallow, their commitment to the word has no root. They quickly respond to the word with joy, but fall away when following Christ becomes difficult. Some people receive the word and it begins to work on them, but their hearts are filled with other things in addition to the word. These other things crowd out the word, choke it and stifle it.  Finally, some hearts are fertile, receive the word and it grows within them producing great results.
	But what is the word that is sown?  How we know what kind of soil we are depends on our response to this word, so what is it?  Take a look again at verses 11 and 12.  First Jesus says the “secret of the kingdom” has been given to his disciples.  But what is this secret?  He tells us in verse 12!  The thing that some people see but do not perceive, hear but do not understand is that they can “turn and be forgiven.”  The word is the message of repentance and forgiveness.  Remember, to repent means to turn towards God.  Turning towards God is necessary for forgiveness.  It is through Jesus that we find forgiveness. Repentance means turning to face him, turning so that our life trajectory is directly towards him.  This is the secret to entering the kingdom of God.  This is what Satan is desperate to snatch away.  This is what gets scandalized when difficulty comes.  This is what gets choked out by other concerns.  This is what many hear but do not understand, what they see but do not perceive.
	The different soils, then, represent different responses to the message of repentance and forgiveness through Christ.
	Some hearts are hard.  Some people do not respond to the message of repentance.  Satan quickly snatches that message away.  Perhaps they love their sinful lives. Think of the party animal, the one who loves to get drunk and high, who sleeps around.  This is the true hedonist who lives in full submission to every desire and whim they have, regardless of whether those desires are sinful or not.  They are riding a rocket to Hell and are enjoying the breeze blowing through their hair.
	But that is not the only hard-hearted response to the message of repentance.  Others may see the sin in those around them, but not the sin in themselves. Some feel secure that they are good people, that they don’t need to repent because they have nothing to repent of. But their sins are just less spectacular than the hedonist.  They are filled with pride, envy, jealousy and malice.  They would never steal from a store, but they cheat on their taxes. They would never rob a person at gun point, but they pad their bills.  They don’t think what they’re doing is really “that wrong” because they’re not like “those people.” They may even appear to be very religious on the outside, behaving themselves and going to church.  But on the inside, their minds tune out to the message of repentance. Satan snatches it way to prevent it from growing inside them and producing fruit.
	Thirdly, there are those whose hearts are hard because they are too dull to think about spiritual things. They don’t want to think about God. They don’t want to think about eternity. They don’t want to think about spiritual things or their responsibility to their creator.  They are not interested because they know it will cost them something, they are not interested in changing their behaviour or in being changed themselves.  The message of repentance comes to them and they barely even notice it before Satan has snatched it away.
	The second kind of soil, that which is on rocky ground, represents another response to the message of repentance, another response to the gospel.  Some respond gladly to the gospel.  They hear the message of repentance and forgiveness and are excited about it! They make a decision for Christ and are glad.  But then difficulties come along. Perhaps they are offended by somebody in the church. Maybe they receive mistreatment from non-Christians. Perhaps they are ridiculed at work or lose friends because they won’t join them in certain activities any more.  Or, perhaps they don’t like the responsibilities that come with following Jesus. Perhaps giving him lordship in their lives is more difficult than they thought and not as pleasant as accepting his forgiveness. They receive Jesus’ forgiveness with joy, but do not count the costs first.  They like what Jesus can do for them, but they don’t want to have to do for Jesus.  The second soil are those whose commitment to Christ rises and falls with their emotions and circumstances.
	It can be hard to live in fellowship with other Christians. Somehow we always expect others to be further along the path than we are, so when they fall and sin, or when they are rude to us, or when they display some of the sin God still has to remove from their hearts, or even if they just do things differently than we want, we are offended by it. This is the second kind of soil- those choose to hold on to that offense and it become an excuse to veer away from obedience.  It knocks them off course and they refuse to adjust their trajectory again to head straight to God.
	The third soil also receives the word. It takes root and starts to grow.  It may even be able to put down good roots. But the third response to the word is a divided response. The third group of people respond to the message of repentance, but allow other things to crowd it out. They commit to Jesus but do not make Jesus the top priority in their lives.  They become complacent and other things take precedent over Christ.  Jesus lists a number of things that can creep in, from wealth to worries to desires for other things.  I think this is particularly common in the church today. For all of our “time saving” technology, we seem to have less and less time these days.  Our lives become filled with busyness, running to and fro, doing this and that and our response to the message of repentance and forgiveness suffers.  We don’t choose to neglect God. We don’t choose to alter our course away from God.  But we choose other things and give them priority. Because our capacity is finite, when we give priority to one thing, everything else gets bumped down the list.
	The weeds and thorns that threaten Christians today are not great sins like drunkenness or adultery, but rather they are things that can be good in and of themselves until we allow them to share the throne of our lives.  Family, work, vacation, recreation are all good things. They are healthy things. They are things God would like us to enjoy. But we allow them to bump God off the top of our list of priorities. We allow them to challenge God’s lordship in our lives on a day to day, week by week basis.  When was the last time you said no to working late because you had family devotions to get home to?  When was the last time you told your rec league teammates that you had to skip a game to go to church, or couldn’t make practice because there was a Bible study?  When you’re trying to schedule Christian activity, do you move the Christian activity around your secular schedule or your secular schedule around your Christian activity?
	Being busy has become our badge of courage. Being busy, even with church things, has become our measure for spirituality. But, like Martha, we can allow our activity for Jesus to take the place of our relationship with Jesus.  We can allow ourselves to become so busy that we do not have time to stop and listen, to stop and learn, to stop and receive the word and let it grow.
	Finally, the fourth soil represent those who receive the word, allow it to take root in their lives and ensure that nothing else challenges it for their time and energy. The word takes hold of them, grows within them, transforms them, and produces dramatic results.
	What does it look like to be good soil?  It means submitting to the work of the Spirit in all aspects of your life and character. It means cooperating with the Holy Spirit as God brings about your spiritual wholeness and maturity. It means taking responsibility to use the tools and means God gives us to facilitate spiritual growth. It means using your gifts to serve others. It means practising agape love.  It means praying for God to change your heart and then submitting to those changes. It means praying dangerous prayers like, “Search me. Break me. Stretch me. Lead me. Use me.”  It means asking Jesus to help you see yourself as he sees you and then ruthlessly examining your heart to root out anything that vies with Jesus for top priority.  
	Being good soil means growing love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self control.  These are the fruit of the Spirit in which all believers are expected to grow.  Being good soil means living a life of repentance, not just a moment of decision; continually checking your trajectory to ensure you are heading straight for God.
	Being fertile soil requires saving faith, which is a work of God within us.  Saving faith, justifying faith, is that which brings us into righteousness with God.  It is not just historical faith- believing the facts of the gospel.  You can believe facts without committing to them or submitting to them.  Nor is saving faith temporary faith- people believe for a time, perhaps even years, but then turn their backs on God.  It is not even miraculous faith.  Many will come to Jesus on the day of Judgment and say, “Did we not heal the sick, cast out demons and raise the dead in your name?” and he will reply, “Depart from me. I never knew you.”  Remember, Judas was one of the twelve sent out into the towns to heal the sick and perform other miracles in Jesus’ name. He must have done it or else the disciples would have wondered why he was unable to do it and would have anticipated his betrayal!  Saving faith is that which brings us to our knees at the foot of the cross and keeps us on our knees daily as we seek the will of Christ in our hearts and submit ourselves in every facet to his lordship and reign.
Now Apply It
	So how do we apply these truths? How do we take them home?
	Just being here in church does not make you good soil, it does not mean you have turned and found forgiveness.  You may hear the words every week, but not understand them. You may see every week, but not perceive.  So application number one is do not assume that being in church means you are saved. Going to church doesn’t make you a Christian any more than going to McDonald’s makes you a hamburger. [2 pic] Remember, all the soil received the seed, all the hearers received the word, but not all were good soil.
	Satan loves to snatch away the word when we hear it. Even if we attend church regularly, he has tricks up his sleeve. [pics] “I will harden their heart on Saturday night. Make the thought of getting up for church a burden.  I will remind them of all the people at church that irritate them.  Sunday morning I will prevent them from being prepared to hear the word.  I will encourage them to start a fight with their spouse, or drive their kids wild so they snap at them.”  Once you arrive at church, he’ll make sure you see every typo in every song so that you’re more concerned with the overhead projector than with the messages of God’s love proclaimed in the lyrics. Satan says to himself, “I’ll just distract them during the sermon this morning.  Maybe make them think about their week at work. Or lead them to think this sermon is boring, or over their heads.  Why doesn’t that preacher tell more jokes?” Then I will draw their attention to the people around the room. “Oh, there’s so-and-so. Remember what he did last year?  How rude! How can he call himself a Christian and do that?” or “Oh, there’s miss so-and-so. Can you believe what she’s wearing?  Who would wear that to church?  Some people!” And so Satan snatches away the word from hardened hearts, making sure it never has a chance to take root.
	We are dependent upon God to receive the word.  We are also dependent upon God to remain in the word.  We must ask God to give us deep roots!  We need to count the costs of following Jesus. We need to grow in grace for others.  As a church we need to strive to be a community where people come to find allies in their battle with sin, not a place where we all pretend to have sin licked.  When we become Christians, we become enemies of the world.  Satan’s hope is that we will then make enemies in the church so that we are each an island unto ourselves. In that way, he can divide and conquer us one by one.  
	People in church are going to offend you. They’re going to hurt you. They’re going to make you angry and generally tick you off. Why? Because they’re human and you’re human. We are on the road to salvation but we are not perfected yet.  In our hearts a battle with sin still rages.  That battle spills over into our relationships, even with other Christians.  So accept the fact that other Christians will let you down, hurt you and offend you.  That way, you won’t be surprised when it happens!  But don’t just be cynical about it. Be prepared for it so that you can more easily let go of the offense, let go of the hurt. Be prepared to offer forgiveness and to ask for forgiveness yourself when necessary.  You’re going to let people down too.  The church is not a place of perfect people. Quite the opposite. Church is a place for sinners who have finally realized they can’t help themselves and so they look to Jesus for salvation and other Christians for support along the road. [pic-automatically]
	The lesson Jesus hopes we learn through this parable is that we must ask God to perform a mighty act of repentance in our hearts.  We need to learn to live with other Christians, practising self-giving love, demonstrating grace and repentance both.  We have an enemy who is at work against us and we cannot forget that.  We need one another’s help to not take offense and hold on to the bait Satan ensnares us with.
	We also need to learn to be intentional about our growth.  Learn to be intentional about Sunday morning. Learn to be intentional about preparing yourself Saturday night to hear from God Sunday morning. Come to church expecting to hear from God and it is far more likely that you will!
	Make Jesus a priority in your life every day of the week, not just for two hours Sunday morning.  If you had a spouse, boyfriend or girlfriend and you only spent time with them one day a week for two hours, how long do you think that relationship would last?  Instead, if you want your relationship to be healthy, you will try to connect with them on a daily basis, listening to them and making them a priority in your life.  Why would your relationship with God be any different?  But if you consistently bump God from your schedule, if you consistently make God work around your other commitments, what do you think will happen?
	Making Jesus a priority means saying no to other priorities. Being good soil means cooperating with God as he works in you to establish his rule.  Being good soil means subjecting yourself to the work of the Spirit so that Jesus is your lord and not just your saviour.  To you has been given the gift of the secret of the kingdom of God- if you turn you will find forgiveness.  Be grateful.  Amen.

