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Spirituality is much in vogue today. | Googled teem on Wednesday and discovered there were
82,100,000 entries. After checking each one | anvinced that the term “spirituality” can mean just
about anything you want it to mean. And the peeyie talk about it the most seem to be the most
confused. Spirituality is a regular topic on Opeata on Dr. Phil. Political candidates feel cortgzeto

let the voters know how spiritual they are, and stimes stub their toes badly in the process (I stil
remember Howard Dean’s response when he was adiadweg favorite NT book was—Job). Spirituality
has become a topic at the highest levels of busidissussion. Shows like the X Files deal with the
paranormal. Questions about God are finding tivay into the lyrics of alternative music performers
Spirituality is hot.

It is hard to say exactly why this is happenindh, @e know why the politicians are doing it, butawvh
about normal people who aren’t looking for voteS@me of it may be attributable to boomers growipg u
and finding that prosperity produces emptinessané&of it may be driven by decades of indoctrination
about evolution, which leads to the logical conidoghat one’s life is an accident. If you feedtbat

long enough, despair will drive you to want someghmore transcendent than Carl Sagan. But i3 al
true that some of the search for spirituality isi@@signed. Solomon said that God has put eteirriy
every person’s heart. Blaise Pascal put the sameht in another way: “There is a God-shaped
vacuum in the heart of every man which cannot lkedfby any created thing, but only by God, the
Creator.”

Whatever the reasons, people are searching for tway@nect with that which is beyond them. Im ou
passage today, Jesus offers His answer to theiguest many in our culture seems to be asking, hame
"What is the secret to spiritual growth?" Thewsis not what most are looking for, but I'm comegd

it is the only answer that workS.he secret to spiritual growth is allowing the WafdGod to produce
fruit in the fertile soil of a responsive heaitguess that's my sermon in a sentence today.

We are entering a section of Matthew that is fillesus’ patented parables—many of them found only
here in Matthew. Everyone likes a story, and Jesssthe Master Storyteller. The parable we eitius
on today is often referred to ke Parable of the Sojlsr evenThe Parable of the Segecause the
story focuses more attention on the soil and tied sgan it does upon the sower. In fact, He dboesEn
identify the sower, though | would assume that Haself is the ultimate Sower and His followers are
secondary sowers as they teach and preach His VButlwe have good reason to stick with the
traditional title of the parable, because that'atwesus Himself called it in Matthew 13:18: “Ekistthen
to what the parable of the sower means.”

Outline of Matthew 13:1-23
The Parable of the Sower (1-9)
The purpose of teaching in parables (10-17)
The meaning of the Parable of the Sower (18-23)
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There are three distinct parts of this passagedtidw 13. In verses 1-9 we have the parable
itself. In verses 18-23 Jesus Himself explaingpédu@ble to us, making this one of the few
parables of which we don’t have to be in any sigaift doubt about its meaning. But in
between the parable and its interpretation Jesaskisd by His disciples why he speaks in
parables, and so in verses 10-17 he tells us why.

Now | think this parable reveals two key thoughitsit God’s Word is sufficient for spiritual
growth, but that the effectiveness of God’s Worgatels upon the condition of the heart of the
hearer.

The Parable of the Sower reveals that God’s Word isufficient for spiritual growth.

Listen to Matthew 13:1-9:

That same dafl assume that Jesus means the same day He heaohtihentation
with his mother and brothers that we looked atwaestk)Jesus went out of the house and
sat by the lake. Such large crowds gathered ardundthat he got into a boat and sat in
it, while all the people stood on the shore. Thendid them many things in parables,
saying: "A farmer went out to sow his seed. Awag scattering the seed, some fell
along the path, and the birds came and ate it wmé&fell on rocky places, where it did
not have much soil. It sprang up quickly, becabgesbil was shallow. But when the sun
came up, the plants were scorched, and they withieeeause they had no root. Other
seed fell among thorns, which grew up and chokeglaints. Still other seed fell on
good soil, where it produced a crop—a hundredysixtthirty times what was sown. He
who has ears, let him hear.”

Now | don’t see any point in commenting on thiscfaating story without first reading Jesus’
own interpretation in verses 18-23. Otherwise woellel be wasting valuable time on idle
speculation.

“Listen then to what the parable of the sower me&kken anyone hears the
message about the kingdom and does not underdtahd evil one comes and snatches
away what was sown in his heart. This is the seashslong the path. The one who
received the seed that fell on rocky places isytae who hears the word and at once
receives it with joy. But since he has no rootlasts only a short time. When trouble or
persecution comes because of the word, he quigktyadway. The one who received the
seed that fell among the thorns is the man whoshdes word, but the worries of this life
and the deceitfulness of wealth choke it, makingftuitful. But the one who received
the seed that fell on good soil is the man who $itae word and understands it. He
produces a crop, yielding a hundred, sixty or thistnes what was sown."

The first truth we must grasp here is this:
The seed that is sown is the Word of GodThe seed is defined in verse 19 as “the

message about the kingdom,” which | believe is gumither way of speaking of the Gospel. But
from that point on it is called “the Word,” which larger than the Gospel and includes God’s
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revelation about Himself, ourselves, and the answeur sin problem. What exactly are we are
talking about when we speak of the Word? Thisnigxtremely important question, because
many religions claim to have the Word of God.The Book of Mormothe Word of God? How
about the&Koran? What about the TV preacher who says that thd Epoke to him and told him
the church should do X? | would respond to alsthquestions in the negative.

The writer of Hebrews begins his amazing lettesaying,
"In the past God spoke to our forefathers through prophets at many times and in
various ways, but in these last days he has sptkas by his Son, whom he appointed
heir of all things, and through whom he made theense."(Hebrew 1:1-2)
God is a talking God. He didrfiaveto tell us anything. He could have remained silduit
the writer of Hebrews says that God has spokeni@bd specific He has spoken twice—i.e.
during two unique periods of time. During one pdrin the past He spoke through prophets.
The writer has in mind the Hebrew prophets like B®Pavid, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Daniel, and
Malachi. He spoke to them in a number of diffen@ays spanning at least 1000 years. The
collection of the writings of those prophets is wiva call the Old Testament.

But God spoke a second time during a period theemoif Hebrews calls “these last days,”
identified as such from the author’s perspective,aqurs. During this second period God chose
to speak by His Son Jesus. The record of whasXesd and did is, of course, found in the
apostolic writings of the New Testament, and thih@uof Hebrews urges us to pay special
attention to what God is saying through the Apastie1-4):

We must pay more careful attention, therefore, hatwe have heard, so that we
do not drift away. For if the message spoken byets{that is one of the ways God
revealed Himself in the OWas binding, and every violation and disobedierexeived
its just punishment, how shall we escape if wergsach a great salvation? This
salvation, which was first announced by the Lordswonfirmed to us by those who
heard him. God also testified to it by signs, woaded various miracles, and gifts of
the Holy Spirit distributed according to his will.

In other words, God went to great lengths to gisddis Word and then to validate it so there
would be no question but that God was speaking.

So God has spoken twice, once to give us the G&cand time to give us the NT. The writer
then goes on to tell us what we have in the Wor@ad. He adds in 4:12-13,
For the word of God is living and active. Sharpean any double-edged sword,

it penetrates even to dividing soul and spiritnjsiand marrow; it judges the thoughts

and attitudes of the heart. Nothing in all creatisrhidden from God's sight. Everything

is uncovered and laid bare before the eyes of bimttom we must give account.
The Word of God that all these passages speakstio¢ iBible itself. There is no other book that
is God’s Word, and there is no other book thataaromplish what this book can. | believe we
have all we need in this Book to know God andwe heaningful and fulfilling lives. We don’t
need to look further for long-hidden truth for &tday saints, as Mormonism regularly claims in
its radio ads.



In fact, we evangelicals hold that God has not spsknicethis Book was completed. Oh, |
don’t mean that God has not communicated to anyishaal in any way, but rather that He has
not spoken normatively, i.e. He has not given fartinuth for the whole church. In fact, He
promises judgment on those who add or subtract fresrbook. In the last book of the Bible,
the last chapter (22:18-19), its says:
| warn everyone who hears the words of the proploétlis book: If anyone adds
anything to them, God will add to him the plaguesalibed in this book. And if anyone
takes words away from this book of prophecy, Gdidakie away from him his share in
the tree of life and in the holy city, which aresdebed in this book.
So theKoran, The Book of Mormarscience and Health with Key to the Scriptures, Séeen
Laws of Spiritual SuccesEmbraced by the Lighand any other books that claim they are
speaking authoritatively for God are making falkgnas!

Friends, | have tremendous confidence when | teamthecause | personally have anything
special to offer you, but because | am convincedl e Word of God does! It is sufficient.
Now having identified the seed that is sown aswieed of God, | would like to share two
simple corollaries that arise from our parable:

1. The content of God’s Word remains the same regdless of the hearer. (5-7)in
our parable the same seed is sown on each kimmllofBoday we can genetically alter seeds to
accommodate different kinds of environments, bat Was not true in Jesus’ day. The seed
didn’t change, and likewise God’s Word does noingfea God’s Word is true. It has been. Itis
now. It will be tomorrow.

2. The potential of God’s Word is the same regardks of the hearer. (11-15A
kernel of corn has within it all the genetic madériecessary to produce a corn plant, with two or
three ears on each plant and with hundreds of leafi€orn on each ear. Whether the seed falls
on the path or the rock or the thorns or the gaild sach seed has the potential to germinate
and multiply.

God’'s Word has the same potential to bear spirituél It is capable of producing spiritual
growth in each and every listener. That's whaegime hope and confidence to preach every
Sunday. | am not so naive as to believe that ewmgliyidual present is listening and anxious to
apply the sermon, but | do have confidence th#tecextent | am accurately conveying God’s
truth, the potential for life change in each indival is enormous.

Then why don’t we see more of it? Why do some fesip in church week after week, month
after month, and year after year without any appl#e spiritual growth? Well, in some cases it
could be that the sower (in this case, the preamhtracher) is simply failing to spread the seed.
He may be spreading his own ideas; he may berghheresy; or he may be confusing in his
presentation. Dr. Howard Hendricks used to chidestudents in seminary for lack of
preparation with the warning that “a mist in theégois a fog in the pew.” But this parable
assumes that the sower is doing his job and Bé&lrésults are not uniform. Why?



5

The Parable of the Sower reveals that theffectiveness of God’s Word depends on the heart
of the hearer.

Sufficiency is one thing. | have absolutely no loibabout the total sufficiency of Scripture. But
efficiency is something else. If the Word is pkohin hearts that are not prepared and
responsive, nothing will happen. It's not the Weri@wult; it's the listener’s fault.

The soils in our story are obviously representadivur kinds of people, each of whom has a
different kind of heart. The first is what we migfall “the unresponsive heart.”

The unresponsive heart is raided by Satan, who snates away the Word. (4, 19)n
the parable some seed is sown on the path, wheaeritot penetrate the hard soil. The birds
come and eat it. Jesus explains this in versé/¥Ben anyone hears the message about the
kingdom and does not understand it, the evil omeesoand shatches away what was sown in his
heart. This is the seed sown along the path.” pik is hard and narrow, just like the minds of
some people. They hear the Word, but they do ndéxstand it, and clearly Jesus considers the
person responsible for his own lack of understajdifhe idea is not that lkannotunderstand
but that he does niry.

This may be the materialistic person, the humamiite atheistic. He hears something about
God or ultimate truth, and for a moment he wond#gsybe there is something to this.” But
the passing impression requires more thought, selfeevaluation, and he doesn’t want to be
bothered, so he shrugs it off. And immediatelyEmemy comes, i.e. Satan, and snatches away
the thought. Jesus is not the least bit shy adibubuting at least part of the reason for this
person’s lack of spiritual growth to the work oétBevil. C. S. Lewis, in his book The
Screwtape Letters, describes a man who goes iatBritish Museum and sits down to read.
Something he reads suggests to him a thought &mait But then Screwtape (one of Satan’s
demons) manages to divert him with the thouglt fime for lunch and that he would be in
much better shape to tackle this important sulgétet he has eaten. Screwtape goes on to say,
Once he was in the street the battle was won.owsl him a newsboy shouting
the midday paper, and a No. 73 bus going past,leidre he reached the bottom of the
steps | had got into him an unalterable convictibat, whatever odd ideas might come
into a man’s head when he was shut up alone wilbboks, a healthy dose of “real
life” was enough to show him that all “that sort thfing” just couldn’t be trué.
The seed has been snatched.

The second kind of person might be called impulsive

The impulsive heart demonstrates momentary spirituagrowth but withers during
times of testing. (5-6, 20-21)Some seed falls on rocky places, referring nobtss in the soil
but rather rock covered by a thin layer of soiheTseed sprouts quickly but when the sun comes
up the plants are scorched and wither because d@nemo deep roots. I'm reminded here of the
mistake of planting grass in the spring withouperskler system. In Kansas there simply isn’t
time for the grass to put down roots before thedvdand sun do a number on it.



Jesus defines this person as “the man who heavgditttand at once receives it with joy.” I've
known people like this. The first time they hdae Gospel they get all excited, make a
profession of faith, and immediately want to getfngmt and share a testimony. They gush
about how great God is and how much they are ia l@ith Jesus, but their faith is largely
driven by emotion and experience, and the enthensdtigesn’t translate into life-change. They
don’t get into serious Bible study. They don’t dmp a regular prayer life. They don’t become
accountable to anyone.

Well, let me tell you a little secret. Emotiondanthusiasm will only take you so far. Jesus
describes what can happen to this person withntipeilsive heart: “Since he has no root, he
lasts only a short time. When trouble or persecutiomes because of the word, he quickly falls
away.” Times of testing put his faith on trialerBonal adversity leaves him thinking that God
must be against him. A family member or friendaudes his faith or questions his loyalty to
their family's beliefs. Or a step of obediencpigd too difficult to make because it is too
disruptive to the lifestyle he has enjoyed. Andtprsoon he falls away from the Faith.

Please understand that the point here is not thatiens and enthusiasm are out of place, but
rather that they can’t sustain spiritual growththgmselves.

The third kind of person might be called preoccdpie

The preoccupied heart is choked by less important atters. (7, 14) According to
verse 7, “other seed fell among thorns, which guevand choked the plants.” This represents
the person who shows signs of spiritual growthdmgsn’'t mature because, in the words of verse
22, “the worries of this life and the deceitfuln@$svealth choke it, making it unfruitful.” Other
priorities grip his soul and distract him. Now soof the worries of this life are things we can’t
avoid; we all must cope with them everyday: wdniks, traffic, food preparation, raising
children. The battle we all face is how to deahwhese things without allowing them to
consume us.

But other worries are unnecessary and can be tinig: like enrolling our kids in 3 or 4 sports
and then feeling guilty if we're not at every garhecoming consumed by collections or hobbies
of various kinds, or working beaucoup hours in otdeget ahead.

I’'m fascinated by that term in verse 22,—“the d#aliess of wealth.” What's deceitful about
wealth? Simply the notion that it will satisfy athif we have enough our worries will be over,
that the more we have the less we’ll want. Theiaous desire for wealth, friends, can and does
suck all the joy out of life.

| find it interesting that Jesus doesn’t seem tevaening about evil things so much as He is
warning about distracting things. Gordon McDonaidhis significant boolOrdering Your
Private World tells this story,

"Years ago my father wisely shared with me thatafribe great tests of human
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character is found in making critical choices ofestion and rejection amidst all of the
opportunities that lurk in life’s path. 'Your clehge,’ he told me, 'will not be separating
out the good and the bad, but in grabbing the basof all the possible good."

Paul exhorted his young pastoral protégé, Timatlhith these words, “train yourself to be godly.
For physical training has some value, but godlitessvalue for all things, holding promise for
both the present life and the life to come.” (1 ®thy 4:7-8). Making the nurture of our soul
and long term spiritual development a priority wilean that we must say NO to some good
things in order to say YES to the best things. dhihg so, Paul says, pays a huge dividend. It
pays now and it keeps on paying when we stand &&od.

The fourth kind of soil represents the responseart

The responsive heart experiences strong spirituargwth. (8, 15) Verse 8 says, “Still
other seed fell on good soil, where it producedop-€a hundred, sixty or thirty times what was
sown.” This person is different from the otherethin two important ways. First, he has an
undivided heart. After he hears God’s Word he ustd@ds it. | suspect this means he holds on
to it, meditates on it, applies it, and persevaras It doesn’'t mean he never has doubts or asks
guestions, but he presses on, seeking to inteGadés Word into his life whatever the cost.

This person is also different in regard to the tssuGod’s Word reaches a fruitful end in the
heart of the responsive person. Life-change o¢epigtual growth happens in a major way. It
is interesting to me that Jesus does not standatiezcrop. He doesn't tell us that the
responsive heart will memorize 500 verses, win ¥bar of converts, attend X number of Bible
studies. In fact, he says the crop will look diéfiet for every person, because the circumstances
are different. Some will yield a bumper crop, sdess, but in every case the Word produces a
significant increase of spiritual fruit.

Now before moving on to the last section of ourspge, | want to pose a couple of thought
guestions. First, are any of the people repredemtehe first three kinds of soil true Christians?
| think it pretty obvious that the answer is n@gafor the unresponsive heart. But if your heart
is impulsive or preoccupied, can you still haveretlife? | think Jesus is deliberately
ambiguous and leaves this question open. Thethimyg we can say with certainty is that Jesus
does not hold out the unresponsive heart or thellshg heart or the preoccupied heart as
lifestyles to emulate and He does not offer angdalecurity to them. In fact, the question may
be a little like asking, “How immature can | be astdl go to heaven?”

A second question is, “Why doesn't the farmer pkaed only on the good ground? After all, if
it’s not going to grow on the other soils, why wveag?” Good question. Of course, farmers in
Jesus’ day didn’'t have GPS units that enable &oiré@ drive itself and plant seed only where it
is desired. In that day farmers had to throw teeed by hand. The wind would carry some of it
on to the path and elsewhere. Also, the land iasfiae wasn't terribly fertile, so the farmer
couldn’t be too picky about where to scatter thedseHe hoped for the best, and depending
upon the weather, there was always a chance tkensight sprout, even in soil that wasn’t
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There may be a spiritual lesson here. There’s wéocan’t know about the hearts of people.

Our task is to prepare the hearts as best we camyeébtoo shouldn’t be too picky about where
we plant, nor should we get impatient when the sk$n’t sprout immediately. | think of a
good friend named Chuck in our St. Louis churchs Wife came to faith in Christ and to please
her he started coming to church, but he resistddngany personal commitment. He sat in our
services for five full years and heard the Wordrgunday. It was obvious that his heart
needed to be prepared, so we worked on that byeaimgyhis questions patiently, treating him
with respect, inviting him to retreats, includingnhwherever possible. Finally one Sunday he
told me he had given his life to Christ. He soonlmaptized and has become a growing believer.
I know some individuals much like Chuck in thisucth as well.

Now our parable ends with a familiar refrain: “iWbo has ears, let him hear.” It's Jesus’ way
of saying, God gave you ears, use them! He gaueaymind, use it! He gave you the ability to
study, so do it!'The secret to spiritual growth is allowing the WafdGod to produce fruit in

the fertile soil of a responsive heart.

Now in between the Parable of the Sower and thiaeapon Jesus provides we have this
strange section where He is asked by His discif¢by do you speak to the people in
parables?” Let's take just a few moments to carsitis strange answer.

Jesus explains why he speaks in parables. (10-17)

The disciples came to him and asked, "Why do yeaksio the people in
parables?"

He replied, "The knowledge of the secrets of thgdom of heaven has been
given to you, but not to them. Whoever has witjiwsen more, and he will have an
abundance. Whoever does not have, even what heilhédge taken from him. This is why
| speak to them in parables.”

The essence of what Jesus says here is that Hesspgaarables for two reasons: to reveal truth
and to hide it—

To reveal truth to those whose hearts are responsv
To hide it from those whose hearts are not.

Parables are a powerful way of teaching, but soageest of commitment is required in hearers
if they are really to understand what a parabkaigng, and certainly if they are to apply it to
their own lives. A parable drives truth home te believer but it goes right over the head of the
unresponsive.

Here’s the primary point Jesus is making: Wheroaeyuses the spiritual truth he is given, that
truth grows in its impact on his life. And God addore to it. In contrast, however, if he does
not use it, he finds it slipping away. The samag@ple can be seen in many areas of life, like
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sports, for example. If a basketball player resusepractice, his skills deteriorate. The person
who does nothing with what he has received finads&ally that he loses it.

Jesus sees a fulfillment of prophecy in the waymuafchis audience is responding to his
teaching. Isaiah predicted some 700 years betersd 14),
" 'You will be ever hearing but never understanc¢liymu will be ever seeing but never
perceiving. For this people's heart has becomeocaked; they hardly hear with their
ears, and they have closed their eyes.
That, of course, not only describes the religiaulsuce of Jesus’ day but ours as well! So much
talk about spirituality and so little attention gao the BibleY

But then Jesus turns to His disciples and offerg gacouraging words (16-17):
But blessed are your eyes because they see, anéy@ubecause they hear. For | tell
you the truth, many prophets and righteous menddrig see what you see but did not
see it, and to hear what you hear but did not hear
With the incarnation of Christ and His teaching &edling among them, a new level of
knowledge and intimacy with God became possibleyal unknown in OT times. Butit's only
available to those with responsive hearts.

Conclusion This passage begs each of us to ask the quélsitomorning, “What kind of soil
am 1?” As you try to answer that question | waoti yo understand something very important—
hearts can change. Jesus never says that oncgoa elike a certain kind of soil he is
unchangeable. In fact, it is quite possible thsingle individual can pass through all four of
these conditions. Probably many of us do.

Some of you today may have unresponsive heaksow threats don’t work, so | won't
threaten you. But | beg you to at least ask Gampten up your heart so that you can hear what
He wants you to hear.

Some of you are new believers and perhaps at tivig pave an impulsive heart. You feel like
you’re on a spiritual high. Praise God, but mytpes concern is that you might fall away when
testing comes. And testing will come! We wanhédp you grow up in Jesus Christ. | beg you
to expose yourself regularly to the Word of Godyouar own, in a small group, in an ABF or a
Lay Bible Institute class, and in our corporate sigp. Let God’s Word impact your everyday
life and relationships.

Some of you have been Christians for a long tintenbue never matured in your relationship
with Christ. You have a preoccupied heart. | ldmge you to take inventory of your priorities.
Learn to say “no” to good things so that you can“yas”to the best things.

But many of you have responsive hearts, like tlodskesus’ disciples, and | thrill at that fact. |
don’t mean you’re necessarily spiritual giants—justh pail believers hungry for the Word of
God and working each day to see it lived out klittore in your life. It iyyour hearts that make
this a great church and make me say “there’s neefld rather be; there’s no one I'd rather
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teach, no one I'd rather serve alongside of.”anthGod for you.

Friends, spiritual growth is no accident. It ig a@ift for some and not for other$he secret to
spiritual growth is allowing the Word of God to jpiuce fruit in the fertile soil of a responsive
heart.

Prayer: Father, watch over this flock of peopBive us the courage to weed our hearts of those
things that keep us shallow and distracted. Femfiames a heart that pants for You like the
deer pants for water. In particular, Father, proteir elders, pastors and leaders so that their
hearts will be always responsive to you. Give tleamh something new to apply and live out so
that their walk with Jesus will be fresh. Giverthears to hear. Jesus be praised. Amen.

i. Most of the time here at First Free we preaatagraph by paragraph from this Book. We
pick up where we left off last week and pick up nerek where we leave off today. Why do

we do that? It's not very sexy, and any of yould@ome up with topics that would draw bigger
crowds. We do this because the staff and leaddrssochurch share a conviction that the best
meal we can serve is not an idea that comes frerprtbacher but rather what was given to us by
God in His Word. | know myself well enough thatevhl pick topics to preach, | am tempted to
pick topics | enjoy or know a lot about. | ride roywn personal hobby-horses. But when we
preach through an entire book, we’re allowing Gogitk the topics. Some of those topics are
NOT ones | would choose, but God knows we need them

ii. Borrowed from “The Case of the Lavish Farmex,Sermon by Ray C. Stedman.
iii. Gordon MacDonaldQrdering Your Private World82.

iv. Then Jesus quotes this enigmatic statemet)(15
“Otherwise they might see with their eyes, heahlieir ears, understand with their
hearts and turn, and | would heal them.”
It's not that He doesn’t want them to repent andhéaled; God is not willing that any should
perish. But some are bent on perishing, and timg othis: Jesus’ use of parables is
educational to disciples but disciplinary to theg® refuse to become disciples.



