
The Parable of the Sower 

Introduction 

I am an incredibly bad gardener. I have many, many dreams of being a good gardener. But they never 

quite seem to come to fruition. Pun intended. My parents have an amazing garden, and I am living proof 

that gardening genes are not necessarily inherited. I forget to deadhead petunias. I plant what turn out 

to be large bushes in small pots. I don’t water enough. I overwater. I leave roots exposed. And – this 

year – I just couldn’t be bothered trying to protect my planters from the squirrels that jump onto my 

balcony and revel in digging in the soil, uprooting my plants. I had five beautiful plants on my balcony in 

May. Two weeks ago I threw their dried up, shriveled remains in the trash.  

Gardening is not my strong suit.  

And I’m very willing to own that, to take the blame for my failed gardening attempts. And the squirrels. 

They can shoulder some guilt too. But I can’t blame bad weather conditions or unfertile soil or damaged 

seedlings. It’s just me. And my terribly, horrifyingly, non-green thumb.  

Move One: The Soils 

In our passage today, some gardening goes awry. We’re beginning a series on the Parables as we read 

them in Matthew – short stories Jesus tells the people as he does life with them. In many of these 

stories, Jesus tells the people something about the Kingdom of Heaven. Today’s story – the first parable 

recorded in the Gospel of Matthew - is more of an introduction to the parables and how we are to listen 

to these stories of Jesus. Using a story of seed and soil, Jesus shows us – and calls us into – faithful 

listening to the Word of God.  

So, there’s a man out sowing some seed. Some of the seed falls on a path and is devoured by birds. 

Some of the seed falls on rocky ground, springs up immediately, but without deep roots, withers in the 

first dry spell. Other seeds fall among thorns, and once sprouted, the thorns surround and choke the 

plants. But some seed falls in good soil, thrives, and produces good fruit.  

Now, Jesus doesn’t always give explanations to his parables, but rather helpfully he does in this case. 

After an aside to his disciples which we’ll come back to in a moment, he explains what this parable 

means.  

And the gist of it is this: the seed being sown is the Word of God, and the soils are those hearing the 

Word. All with different degrees of receptivity to the Word. 

And I want to say this right off the bat - these soils represent unbelievers and believers alike. It would be 

easy and tempting for us to say, “this is a story about people who have never heard the Gospel, who 

don’t know anything about God’s Story, and what they do upon hearing it for the first time. This has 

nothing to do with me.”  

But Matthew’s Gospel, like all the gospels, is a record of the acts and teachings of Jesus, written and 

preached to the early church. The first hearers of this story are those who knew Jesus quite well – they 

ate, slept, and travelled with him. The first readers of this story were those who believed Jesus died and 

rose again – Christians, in other words. This story was recorded and preached to people who called 



themselves followers of Jesus. And so we too must read this story as a story about ourselves, and our 

own degrees of receptivity of the Word, our own willingness to understand. 

So we start with the first soil. The Sower first sows seed on a footpath. This is soil whose whole purpose 

in life isn’t to receive seed, but feet. This soil isn’t oriented towards receiving seeds. And so, Jesus says, it 

is like the person who hears the Word of God, but doesn’t understand it, and so the evil one snatches it 

away. 

Now that may seem a bit harsh at first – it’s not someone’s fault if they don’t understand something. 

But Matthew uses this word, “understanding” a lot in this parable and in his Gospel, and by it he doesn’t 

just mean that someone can make sense of something. Rather, to understand something is to “stand 

under” that thing, letting it shape and guide. To understand God’s Word is to embrace God’s Word, to 

make it your own.  

But many times we don’t actually want to understand. It’s a lot more comfortable, most of the time, to 

pretend as if we don’t know, or to ignore, what God is calling us into. Then we can just do what we 

want, what feels good, what’s easy. So we orient ourselves away from God’s Word. We don’t listen, we 

don’t pay attention, we don’t give any time to studying what God’s Word says. We don’t hear because 

we don’t want to hear. And so we let the evil one snatch God’s Word out of our hearts and ears. The 

first soil. 

With the second soil, the seed at least gets planted. But it’s planted in shallow soil. This is characteristic 

of a lot of soil in Palestine. There are thin layers of soil across limestone immediately underneath. With 

dew, this top layer of soil becomes quite nutritious, so seeds that are planted sprout up seemingly 

overnight. But with just one hot, scorching day, the dirt dries up and the vegetation withers and dies.  

Jesus likens this soil to a person who hears the Word and receives it joyfully. They have a momentous 

conversion experience, or they’re deeply convicted of something, and it looks by all accounts like their 

lives have been profoundly changed. They are on fire for Jesus.  

But their roots only go so deep into God’s Word. They rely for their faith just on this first experience, on 

this one encounter with the Word. And then, when they’re confronted with pressure to conform to the 

ways of the world, or they discover the discomfort of looking foolish in the eyes of the world, they’re 

quick to jump ship, reverting back to old ways, losing their passion and dedication to a life of following 

Jesus. That’s the second soil. 

The third soil gets the plant a little further along. This seed sprouts and develops roots – this plant has 

some staying power. But there are also thorns growing around these plants, and the thorns eventually 

overtake the plants and choke them. 

And this soil, says Jesus, is a person who hears the Word, and is fairly committed to the Word, but who 

listens to the Word of God with one ear, and the words of the world with another. “The worries of this 

life and the deceitfulness of wealth choke the word” Jesus says. 

I imagine that for many of us, this is the type of soil we might be most prone to be like. We spend time 

with God’s Word, and we want to be faithful, and we want to live fruitful lives.  

But our hearts are divided. We’re keenly aware that life is hard and messy and complicated and our 

newspapers are filled with story after story after story of despair and heartache. And that creates in us 



an anxiety, a desperation, a desire to be in control, to master this difficult, heartbreaking life so as to 

prevent such heartbreak from happening to us. Our lives end up being driven, not by faith in God’s 

Word, but by fear of this world, and a deep desire to stay ahead of things.  

And maybe for some of us it isn’t despair that’s propelling our actions, but the opposite – the notion of 

human progress and achievement, the belief in our own ability to succeed, our own false optimism that 

if we just have enough money, if we just gain enough of a following, if we just innovate enough, we’ll be 

happy, we’ll be in control, we’ll lead meaningful and purposeful lives.  

And so we stand before the Word of God, and we do listen and seek within it. But flanking the Word, on 

either side of the Word stand life’s anxieties, and life’s ambitions. And easily and often the Word 

becomes dwarfed by those concerns, and the promises God extends to us in his Word, the assurance he 

extends, and the call he extends are choked out and forgotten. The third soil. 

Move 2 – The soil that receives the seed 

Finally we come to the fourth soil. The seeds falls on good soil, and so produces a crop. It’s fruitful, 

yielding a hundred, sixty, or thirty times what was sown. And this soil, says Jesus, is simply someone who 

hears the word and understands it.  

That’s it. He doesn’t lay out any instructions for what our devotional life should look like, how much 

time we should spend reading Scripture, what kinds of prayers should bookend our Scripture reading. 

Just simply says “hear the word and understand.”  

We already know that Matthew uses this word “understand,” to mean to embrace, to make one’s own, 

to let guide and direct all of life. And so this is the call Jesus extends. Theologian Dale Bruner writes, 

“being a fruitful Christian is not complicated…all a disciple needs to do is to receive – to under-stand – 

the Word and let it be what it is – the Word of God. The simple reception of the Word makes one 

fruitful.” 

We just need to receive the Word. Because at the end of the day, it’s not the soil that produces fruit. It’s 

the seed. It’s not our lives, and all the things we do or don’t do that will produce spiritual fruit. It’s the 

Word of God alive in us.  

Move 3 – The Sower, not the Soils 

And so what’s crucially important in this reading of the parable is the side conversation Jesus has with 

his disciples in the middle of it. The disciples ask Jesus, “Why tell parables? Why speak in what seem like 

riddles if people aren’t going to understand them?” 

To which Jesus replies with a rather cryptic, and a rather harsh-sounding, response. “Because the 

knowledge of the secrets of the kingdom of heaven has been given to you, but not to them. Whoever 

has will be given more, and they will have an abundance. Whoever does not have, even what they have 

will be taken from them…these are the people who fulfil the words of Isaiah: ‘You will be ever hearing 

but never understanding; ever seeing but never perceiving.” 

This is a really difficult paragraph. If we take Jesus at his word, which we should, then there are some 

people, it seems, to whom God gives and reveals his Word, and some to whom he does not. There are 

some who are called into life with Jesus, and some who are not. There are some whose hearts are open, 



and some whose hearts are calloused and closed. This paragraph elicits questions of predestination, and 

free will, and providence, and the sovereignty of God. And I can’t answer all of those questions in one, 

let alone a lifetime of sermons.  

But what we need to take away from this text in this sermon is that the Word – and the ability to receive 

and understand the Word - is a gift. This is the parable of the Sower, not the soils. The active agent in 

this story is God. And it’s his Word that bears fruit in our lives.  

And so if our lives bear fruit, it’s not because we are master gardeners, but because God is thee 

gardener. And the Spirit of God has nourished and tilled our souls, preparing us to receive the Word, to 

accept the Word, to make it our own, to stand under the Word, to submit our whole lives to delighting 

in and following the Word of God.  

Of course, in the great mystery of faith, the mystery that is free will and God’s sovereignty, there are 

two sides to the coin. God is at work in us – will we respond in faith? Will we let the Spirit tend our 

souls? Or will we be closed off – will the soil of our lives be hardened like a footpath, or shallow, or filled 

with competing voices that choke off the Word of God? Do we desire to be good soil? Do we want to 

listen – to really listen – to the Word of God?  

If we do – if we desire to hear, and to submit, and to stand under – then God will cause our lives to bear 

fruit. In verse 23, when Jesus says the good soil is someone who hears the word and understands it, 

there’s a tiny little word in the Greek text that makes a big difference. It’s just the word “de” and it’s a 

word of emphasis, strengthening the point of the verb. And so it turns the sentence into this: “the seed 

falling on good soil refers to someone who hears the word and understands it, which of course leads to 

fruitbearing.”  

Ours is to hear, and to stand under the Word of God. The Word of God does the rest.  

And so for the next few weeks (and all of life) as we listen to the stories Jesus tells – stories that seem at 

once very accessible but also a little perplexing or surprising, Jesus calls us to really listen, to really pay 

attention, to see with every fiber of our being to understand what he is saying about the Kingdom of 

God. Trusting that as we listen, God, through his Word, is doing something in us – is already bringing 

about that Kingdom through us.  

To help us remember this summons to tend to the Word just as God tends to our souls, we’re inviting 

you – the best and the worst gardeners among us – to tend to some seeds. In a basket on the Info 

center are little pieces of seed paper. We invite you to take one, find some soil (make sure it’s good soil) 

and bury the whole piece of paper. And water it, and care for it, and watch as this seed paper turns into 

something beautiful. And as you care for your flowers, remember that God cares for you. Is tending you, 

is planting his Word deep within you, causing it to bear fruit. He simply invites us to open our hearts to 

what he is doing within us and to stand under his Word, that he might tell stories of the Kingdom 

through us.  

Would you pray with me? 

And so, creating, cultivating God, 

stir up our hearts to receive your Word. 

Lead us to stand under your Story, 



a story of comfort, of challenge,  

of faithfulness, of calling, 

the story of the Kingdom that is coming, 

and that is here now. 

Tell the story through us, 

that people might come to know you, 

that the seed planted in us might bear fruit. 

May we hear – truly hear – the Word you are speaking to us, 

calling us into your Kingdom. 

We pray this in Jesus’ name, 

Amen.  

 

 

 

**Work seed paper into sermon  


