
MATTHEW 13:1–9, 18–23. (EHV)
That same day Jesus left the house and was sitting by the sea. A large crowd 
gathered around him. So he stepped into a boat and sat down, while all the 
people stood on the shore. He told them many things in parables, saying: “Listen, 
a sower went out to sow. As he sowed, some seed fell along the path, and the 
birds came and ate it. Other seed fell on rocky ground, where it did not have 
much soil. Immediately the seed sprang up, because the soil was not deep. But 
when the sun rose, the seed was scorched. Because it had no root, it withered 
away. Other seed fell among thorns. The thorns grew up and choked it. But some 
seed fell on good ground and produced grain: some one hundred times, some 
sixty, and some thirty times more than was sown. Whoever has ears to hear, let 
him hear.” … “So listen carefully to the parable of the sower. When anyone hears 
the word of the kingdom and does not understand it, the Evil One comes and 
snatches away what has been sown in his heart. This is the seed that was sown 
along the path. The seed that was sown on rocky ground is the person who 
hears the word and immediately receives it with joy, yet he is not deeply rooted 
and does not endure. When trouble or persecution comes because of the word, 
he immediately falls away. The seed that was sown among the thorns is the one 
who hears the word, but the worry of this world and the deceitfulness of wealth 
choke the word, and it produces no fruit. But the seed that was sown on the good 
ground is the one who continues to hear and understand the word. Indeed he 
continues to produce fruit: some a hundred, some sixty, and some thirty times 
more than was sown.”

	 I was somewhat surprised to discover that I had not yet preached on the parable of the 
sower and the seed here at Trinity. That’s because three years ago, when this parable last came up 
in our three-year series of lessons, I was preaching a summer series on Christian doctrine. So it 
was a no-brainer to preach on this parable today, because it is the first of Jesus’s story-parables in 
Matthew, Mark, and Luke, and it sort of serves as a key for understanding his other parables. 

One of the beauties of Jesus’s parables is that he illustrates such profound truths with 
such simple, everyday things—things like seed, birds, plants, thorns, and harvest. Another beauty 
of Jesus’s parables is that you can revisit them again and again, and they’ll never come out 
exactly the same way twice, as far as their application to our lives. 

So we could approach and study this parable any number of ways, but since this is my 
first time preaching on it to you, let’s just get a basic overview this time. Let’s look at the ABCs, 
so to speak, of the parable of the sower and the seed. 

	 A farmer grabs his seed bag and heads out to his property. He reaches his hand into the 
bag, grabs a handful, and starts to scatter. Out it goes, sailing through the air, each seed headed to 
its own special destination. 
	 Some falls along the path. Nothing happens. It isn’t that the seed on the path is powerless. 
No, all its power is still there. The problem is with its resting place. It is hard and refuses to let 
the seed exercise its power and take root. So there it lies, until the birds quickly see an 
opportunity for an easy meal and gobble it up. 
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	 Some seed falls on rocky places. The soil among the rocky places is loose and shallow, so 
it doesn’t take long for the seed to germinate and grow. But then the sun comes out, and the lack 
of soil means that the roots cannot really sink into the ground to give the plant the nutrients, 
stability, and resiliency it needs. Just as quickly as the plant springs up, so quickly it withers and 
dies. 
	 Some seed falls among thorns. It also grows, but as it grows, other plants hostile to the 
seed grow right along with it. The two cannot coexist. The good seed needs room and soil that it 
does not have to share. But the thorns will not let it have any of that. The good seed and the 
thorns engage in a competition for life. But since nothing is done about the thorns, they choke 
and starve the plants, so that they bear no fruit and eventually die. 
	 As the farmer continues to sow his seed, some falls on good soil. The seed root settles 
down deep. The shoot comes up. When rain falls, it gets a drink. When the sun shines, it 
combines nutrients from the soil with the sunlight to spread and grow. The once small seed yields 
a crop bigger than what was sown—a hundred, sixty, or thirty times. 

	 Now we have to be careful when we’re interpreting Jesus’s parables, don’t we? It would 
be easy for us to get carried away with all the details in the parable and come to a bunch of 
conclusions Jesus never intended. 
	 For instance, we might look at this parable and correctly conclude that the seed is the 
word of God, since Jesus tells us that. But we might also incorrectly conclude that Jesus is 
sending a warning to the farmer, to the one who spreads his word. After all, who sows seed on a 
road? Who sows on rocky soil or among thorns? That isn’t very smart. We might think Jesus is 
telling us, “If you’re going to handle my word, make sure you’re not using it recklessly. I don’t 
want it shared with such-and-such or so-and-so. Before you share my word, make sure that the 
person is worthy of it. Sit down and interview them at length, and once you know for a fact, or at 
least are reasonably sure, that they will hear my word and believe it, okay, then go ahead and 
share it.” No. We know from elsewhere in Scripture that Jesus wants us to share his word with 
everyone, as he gives us opportunity. He wants his word to be sown recklessly, so to speak. 
	 Nor is Jesus telling us this parable so that we look at the recipient to determine the reason 
why his Word works or doesn’t work. For example, Jesus isn’t saying that the reason all of you 
are here in church and others are not is because your heart is naturally good soil while their 
hearts are naturally hard, rocky, or thorny. He isn’t saying that any of you were born with some 
natural inclination to believe in him and be godly, and that’s why your baptism worked. He isn’t 
saying that the reason your neighbor, relative, or coworker is bitter or angry at God is because his 
or her heart must have been a harder place for the seed of the word to grow than yours. No. We 
know from elsewhere in Scripture that all of us are by nature hostile to God, that apart from God, 
there is no one who does good, not even one. 
	 Rather, with this illustration Jesus is mainly just showing us this—the different results 
that come about when the word of God is shared and what is happening in the case of those 
results. 
	 “So listen carefully to the parable of the sower. When anyone hears the word of the 
kingdom and does not understand it, the Evil One comes and snatches away what has been sown 
in his heart. This is the seed that was sown along the path.” It is true, some hearts remain hard 
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when the word of God is shared. You can preach the true word of God to these people again and 
again, and it will never take root. It will merely sit there on the surface of their hearts. It is not 
because the message you are sharing is too simple or weak. No, it still has all of its power. But 
the heart remains hard, and the devil swoops down and snatches it away as soon as it is shared, 
every time it is shared. 
	 “The seed that was sown on rocky ground is the person who hears the word and 
immediately receives it with joy, yet he is not deeply rooted and does not endure. When trouble 
or persecution comes because of the word, he immediately falls away.” When you share the 
gospel with some people, you will almost think yourself a prophet for the amazing results you 
see almost at once. And during that initial honeymoon period when everything is fresh and new, 
you will almost think you could never find better, happier Christians. We see this often in 
students attending Confirmation class or in those recently confirmed. I once took a young man, 
who was already a member, and his fiancée, who was not, through adult Bible instruction, and 
the fiancée sent me one of the most beautiful notes of gratitude after she finished the class that I 
have ever received. 

But then such people begin to experience the cross that Jesus promised, the cross that 
teaches them that he is worth more than anything, the cross that teaches them to love him more 
than anything—health, wealth, reputation, fame, friends, family, pleasure, you name it. Struggles 
within and without plague them. And it quickly becomes clear just how deep their roots really 
are. About a year after I took that couple through Bible instruction, the young woman was 
seeking a divorce and didn’t want anything more to do with the church. She was willing to 
follow Christ only as long as the emotions were running high and life was going well. 
	 “The seed that was sown among the thorns is the one who hears the word, but the worry 
of this world and the deceitfulness of wealth choke the word, and it produces no fruit.” 
Sometimes the word takes deep root in people, but they let other things hostile to the word grow 
alongside it in their lives. They come to church on Sundays, but during the week their only 
concerns are the latest gossip, their work, bank accounts, or recreation. They let themselves be 
chased down by God in church, but outside of church they chase down money and stuff with the 
rest of the world. And God says you cannot trust both him and stuff. Sooner or later one or the 
other has to give. And once the fruit disappears, the root is soon to follow. Once the good works 
that flow from faith disappear, faith itself is not far behind. 
	 “But the seed that was sown on the good ground is the one who continues to hear and 
understand the word. Indeed he continues to produce fruit: some a hundred, some sixty, and 
some thirty times more than was sown.” Friends, despite the fact that three out of the four 
responses to the gospel are negative ones, how joyful it is when the word produces the fourth 
response, when it takes deep root in the heart and produces a regular harvest of abundant fruit 
throughout one’s life, yes, fruit that lasts into eternity. 
	 How wonderful it is when people realize they themselves are but worthless weeds fit for 
the fire, but when they also realize that Christ has lived and died for them, when they realize 
without any doubt that their harvest home is heaven. How wonderful it is when Satan swoops 
down but cannot find or reach the seed because its roots are sunk deep into soil moistened by the 
blood of Christ. 
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	 How wonderful it is when Christians shrug off the stares and angry words of others, 
because the water of their baptism has made them strong. How wonderful it is when sickness, 
pain, and death do not wither them because they are nourished by the nutrients of Jesus’s word 
and the food of his own body and blood. 
	 How wonderful it is when people are content with what little they have, because they 
have Jesus their Savior. Or when they have much, but could let it all burn up tomorrow and 
would still be fine. 

	 What basic lessons can we learn from the point of Jesus’s parable? First, we are led to 
praise God, for there is no reason that your heart is not a stony path, no reason that you do not 
have a shallow faith, no reason that your faith is not choking on the world’s pleasures, there is no 
other reason that your heart is good soil other than the unfathomable grace of God in Jesus 
Christ. What love the Father has lavished on you that you should not fall into the first three 
categories, but into the last and only good one! 
	 Second, what will you do with the word planted in your heart? Will you only let it grow 
to the walls of your heart and then die for being constrained, or will you share it? And when you 
share it, will you be discouraged when it meets with resistance? Will stop after you share it with 
three people who all think you’re crazy? Or will you realize that this is precisely what Jesus said 
would happen? Will you realize that his word has come true again? Will you realize that even if 
you were to talk to a hundred people and only have one listen, that one person bringing glory to 
God and his word would make the other ninety-nine well worth your time? 
	 Christians, God’s own word has softened your hearts and found a home there. He has 
planted faith by the seed of his word—faith which takes hold of his promises and makes them 
your own. Meditate on those promises daily. Fertilize that faith by reading and hearing his word 
and receiving the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper regularly. For if you do that, the fruits will 
come, just as they have already come—thirty, sixty, or a hundred times what was sown. And 
guess what fruit begets? More seed. And more seed begets more Christians. And more Christians 
beget more fruit—all to the glory of God.
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