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Parables of the Kingdom: Sowers of the Word
Matthew 13:1-23


This morning, we begin looking at Jesus’ parables on the Kingdom of God.  We find these parables in the synoptic gospels: Mathew, Mark & Luke.  Some of the parables can be found only in one of the gospels.  Others are found in all three, such as our parable this morning.  Now some might not think of the Parable of the Sower as a Kingdom parable.  Some begin with the parables that follow – the weeds, the mustard seed & yeast, the hidden treasure & pearl – but Jesus’ teaching on the Kingdom of God really begins here, as the first of five stories.  Look at verse 11 – Jesus says to his disciples, “The knowledge of the secrets of the kingdom of heaven has been given to you …”  Jesus spoke in parables to illuminate the Kingdom to those who had eyes to see and ears to hear.  And for many, it was Jesus’ parables that caused them discover the kingdom for the first time!
  

Now, most messages on this parable discuss it from the standpoint of the 4 soils.  I want us to look at it in terms of what it teaches us about doing our kingdom work today. 

1) Advance the Kingdom on the Word of God.  Jesus said the seed is the Word of God (Lk. 8:11). It’s the only thing that has the power to change the human heart.  Our words have no power in and of themselves.  Neither do our programs.  Yes, it’s necessary for us to reach people where they are.  And if we don’t reach them, we can’t make disciples – disciples who are then sent out to reach even more for Christ. 

But it’s possible to mistake busyness for godliness and activity for spirituality.  The only thing that produces lasting growth is the Word of God.  Preaching and programs without the Word may produce quick growth, but it won’t last.  We need Word-centered ministry.  Study the culture.  Learn from what others are doing.  Don’t reject things right out without looking into them.  But above all, never substitute a trend or a fad for the life-giving teaching of God’s Word.  Without the Word, we’ll not produce fruit that will last.

2) Kingdom work produces differing and unpredictable results.  This is the central teaching of the parable. Remember that there is nothing wrong with the seed.  The same seed that the birds eat is the same seed that produces a good crop.  Kingdom work can’t be defined solely in terms of its visible results.  There was a missionary who spent decades sharing the gospel in Africa.  In his early years, he worked among one particular tribe and saw hundreds come to Christ.  Then he was transferred to another area where he labored for years with only a handful of converts.  What happened?  Had he suddenly become ineffective?  No.  He still preached the same Good News, but the soil is harder in some places more than others. 

Kingdom work is like that.  One tribe is open to the gospel; another is resistant. One city welcomes missionaries; another opposes them.  One house will shut the door; another will invite you in.  You can’t know in advance how the message will be received. That’s why Jesus told this story – so we won’t be discouraged or surprised when things don’t go the way we expect.  Our job is sow the seed, but we can’t know in advance where all the seeds will fall.

3) Don’t be misled by early success.  Often when we enter a new ministry, there is a sudden growth spurt.  One can start to think, "Hey, this is easy."  Kingdom work may be many things, but it is not easy.  But that’s precisely what Jesus told us to expect. I find it fascinating that the longest portion of Jesus’ explanation (vs. 19-21) deals with the seed that fell on stony ground.  Remember, it sprang up quickly.  Fast results – nothing better than that, right?  But that seed sprang up quickly because it had no deep roots. When the sun beat down, the young plants withered.  So let us take this warning to heart.  Wise farmers know that there is always a long period between planting and harvesting.  The same is true for kingdom laborers.  Don’t be misled by early success.  It’s not always a guarantee of things to come.  


4) Don’t despair because of early difficulty.  Three of the four soils failed to produce good fruit.  Is Jesus suggesting that 75% of our efforts will go for naught?  No, but sometimes it can seem that way.  Good soil can be hard to find.  The flip side is that when we find it, it can produce amazing results.  Jesus ends the parable on a very high note, saying that, as we go about His Kingdom work, sowing the Word wherever and whenever we can, it may produce a harvest yielding 30, 60, or 100 times what was sown.  A few seeds sown in good soil can revolutionize churches, families, communities, and spread throughout the world.  The short of it, God can do a lot with a little.  In fact, “He is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according to His power that is at work within us!” (Eph. 4:20).  

5) Our initial judgment of people will often be wrong.  This truth cuts both ways.  You can’t tell by looking what sort of heart a person has.  That is, you can’t infallibly know who will respond to the ministry of the Word and produce the good fruit Jesus talks about in this parable.  As the seed is sown in many places, it will find its place in many hearts.  We simply cannot tell in advance how people will respond over the long haul.  Sometimes, the most unlikely people will become the most mature believers. 

6) Sow widely because you don’t know where the good soil is.  The farmer in this parable "broadcasts" his seed.  He throws handfuls in every direction.  He knows that some of the seed will fall on the beaten path where it cannot take root.  What the farmer doesn’t know is where the stones and thorns are just under the surface, or where the soil is rich and ready.  So it is in his own best interests to sow his seed as widely as possible. The same is true with our Kingdom work.  We need to sow the seed of the Word in as many ways possible, using every avenue open to us, reaching out to every age and every interest, and every context we can find. 

7) When you find good soil, cultivate it.  It’s easy for us to become sidetracked by so many things that don’t really matter for the Kingdom.  There are countless people who work hard, stay busy all week long, and have their hands in a thousand things at once.  That’s a recipe for burnout.  No one can do it all. 

So when you find good soil, cultivate it.  That’s what Jesus did.  Though he spoke to the masses, and though he had time for individuals, he gave the majority of his time to training the twelve.  He sought them out; he called them to come alongside and be with him; and he poured himself into this small band, knowing that the time would come when he would depart and they would be given the responsibility of advancing the Kingdom. 

I don’t think we can improve on Jesus’ plan for reaching the world.  So I urge you to find some folks, and when you do, plant the Word deep, wide and often.  Study with them.  Pray with them.  Listen to them.  Laugh with them.  Cry with them.  Challenge them.  Encourage them.  Bring them into your confidence.  Let them see your heart. 

There is only one thing wrong with this plan. It takes time; it takes energy; it takes commitment. This isn’t a quick-rewards program.  I was talking with some pastors when the discussion turned to the importance of meeting with a set group of people, with the intent to foster great fruit for the kingdom.  One pastor said, "I’d like to do that but I just don’t have the time.  I’m overwhelmed with too many things already."  To his credit, this man is not an excuse-making sort of guy.  He was making a sober statement of reality.  But one of the other men commented, "It must not that important to you or you’d find the time to do it."  He didn’t argue and he wasn’t offended.  But when I talked to him some time later, he said, "I want to tell you about my group."  He had done it.  He approached eight men to be part of a Kingdom-seeking group.  They were meeting monthly to study the Word and to pray together.  The understanding was, after a period of time, each member would then repeat the process with others – approach, commit, invest, send out. 

Again, this isn’t fancy or flashy, but it is what we ought to be doing. The best Kingdom work is always life on life.  A passion for God is better caught than taught.  When you find the good soil, cultivate it!  This is essential, if we expect it to multiply. 

8) Without prayer, our Kingdom work will not be effective. We do the sowing, the seed must do the work, but it needs a receptive heart to bring forth fruit.  What does a farmer do with infertile soil?  He plows it up, throws out the rocks, pulls up the weeds, waters the ground, and plants it again. God farms the human heart like that.  The Lord proclaims in Ezekiel 36:26: "I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh."

A new heart!  A spiritual heart transplant!  That goes beyond our parable & takes us into a realm of enormous spiritual promise.  We ourselves cannot transform rocky soil into good soil.  If you’ve ever seen the hillsides of Galilee, or West Virginia for that matter, you know that they are more rock than soil.  We could never get rid of all the rocks.  But God can!  And this is why the final word of our Kingdom work belongs to the Lord and not to us.  After all, we were all once like the hard, rocky and thorny soil.  But God in His mercy intervened.  He removed the heart of stone and gave us a heart of flesh. He did for us what we could never do for ourselves. He gave us a brand-new heart. 

If God can do that for us, He can do it for anyone.  With God, all things are possible.  This is why we keep on sowing, keep on watering, keep on praying, and keep on waiting.  We believe God can do things that are far beyond our expectations.  He’s done it before.  He’ll do it again.  And He’s doing it right now all over the world. 

This parable teaches us both patience & hope.  We need patience because we have yet to see fruit from some of the seeds we’ve sown.  But then, some might produce 100 times more than we expect.  And this is why we preach and pray and keep on sowing the Word.  There is rich soil out there!  There are ready hearts out there!  If we keep on sowing the Word, we will reap a harvest in God’s time, by His grace, & for His glory!



