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If you have spent any time in church or in the West broadly, you have certainly encountered a parable. You will have 
heard the Good Samaritan, or the Prodigal Son, or this morning's parable of the Sower. These stories are so woven 
into the fabric of Christian experience and our common cultural framework that we may feel we already know what 
they mean before we have truly heard them. And that familiarity can be problematic. This morning begins a series in 
which we will spend several weeks with the parables of Matthew 13. So, what are parables meant to do to us? 
 

Parables, coming from the Greek parabole, which means to place one thing beside another. Parables, then, are a 
literary genre, drawing an analogy or comparison from everyday experience to deepen one's understanding of a larger 
concept. For today, then, we are drawing an analogy between the act of sowing seeds and how Christ's message is 
received in the world. 
 

Since the early Church, allegorizing the parables was the dominant mode in understanding them, seeing the figures 
and ideas as representing key figures and concepts attached to the Christian experience. For example, Augustine 
interpreted that the injured individual in the parable of the Good Samaritan was Adam and the Good Samaritan was 
Christ, who healed him of his wounds from original sin, showing the debt paid by Christ's crucifixion. 
 

But as we have progressed in the 20'" and 21" centuries, we have come to look at parables as doing a whole host of 
things, potentially as allegories, but also stories situated in a specific time and place. We might see parables as about 
how the reader and their culture influence the response, or viewing them perhaps as standalone items that might have 
more than one reading and meaning. 
 

The challenge is that deciphering God's intentions through Scripture is not always easy. The language can be 
antiquated, and the messages may not immediately connect with the lived experiences of 21st-century Americans. So, 
there is the tendency to look for one meaning or become so fixated on an idea that it leads us nowhere. The Parables 
are no exception, because of their length, they may be overly simplified into a neat reading that may feel satisfying but 
does not actually speak to the concerns that Jesus intended. The Parable of the Good Samaritan, as an example, is just 
about being nice to people. 
 

But the aspect I hope will be of use to us today is that many of Jesus's parables do not simply follow common 
experience but reverse it, presenting stories that shock the reader. This is, of course, because the heart of the gospel 
message is often a reversal of what we expect in this world. 
 

This morning's gospel places Jesus on the Sea of Galilee, where his reflective silence is interrupted by the clamoring of 
crowds seeking further instruction. He boards a boat so that he may be seen and heard. According to local tradition, 
this scene was to have taken place at the Cove of the Parables, a horseshoe-shaped inlet that would provide a natural 
amphitheater with acoustics perfect for such an address, just northwest of Capernaum. 
 

Jesus tells of a sower spreading seed, and in both parts, he uses imperative verbs or commands to draw attention to 
that fact: 'Listen! A sower went out to sow" and "Hear then the parable of the sower." The emphasis would seem to 
indicate our attention should be on the one doing the action-listening to the fact that the sower went out to sow, 
hearing about the parable of the sower. And as mentioned earlier, our preconceived notions of what the parable is and 
the fact that text explicitly names it as "The Parable of the Sower" may also lead us to focus on the sower, but the two 
sections may, in fact, be seen as more about where the seeds fall and the quality of the soil. Some seeds fall on a path 
where they are quickly eaten by birds, others fall on rocky ground where they quickly spring up but as quickly wither 
due to lack of soil depth; others are choked by falling amongst thorns, but some take root in good soil, bringing 
unbelievable returns. 
 

Galilee of the first century was well known for the quality of its soil, and farmers proliferated in the countryside, some 
with small individual farms but most as tenant farmers on land belonging to an absentee wealthy landlord. In other 
words, Jesus' audience would have been able to identify with such a story, as they understood the mechanics of 
agriculture, and so the images would have been clear and understandable to them. 
 

Speaking of the power of parables, Prof. Laura Von Wallmenich wrote that "Parables are a really great example of the 
function of oral storytelling or oral traditions in a world in which books and reading were not necessarily wiring brains 
for longer messages, so story ended to be in this concentrated form." Not only would the subject matter be evocative 
for the audience, but the form spoke to the needs of an audience who required focused information. 
 

But how would the audience understand what this story meant? How would the audience know that Jesus is the sower 
and that the seeds are the word of the kingdom? Many of you are looking down at the bulletin, thinking, "because 
Jesus tells them in verses 18 through 23." 
 

The problem, though, is that Jesus speaks only to his disciples in those verses. The lectionary elides nine verses wherein 
Jesus explains that when he speaks to the crowds, he will speak in parables "because seeing they do not see, and hearing 
they neither hear nor understand." Not only does Jesus not clarify the meaning for the crowds who he emphasizes will 
not understand, he also clarifies the meaning for the disciples, the group who has been given "knowledge of the 
mystery of the kingdom of heaven." 
 

While we are led to believe one thing by how the reading is presented, by how culture uses parables as shorthand or as 
easily comprehensible, this parable presents a real challenge. How do we respond to what God offers us through Holy 
Scripture? Are we able to effectively value what we hear and see? 
 

There is a photo that lives on the internet. It is a courtroom scene during a divorce proceeding. The photo makes it 
clear that it had been a contentious proceeding. The photo also demonstrates a clear struggle over the division of assets. 
On the ground, the two parties sit across one large pile, and they are surrounded by their own small, individual spoil 
heaps. According to an article accompanying the photo, the couple could not agree on how to divide their possessions, 
so the judge ordered that the divorcees take turns picking one item at a time. Divorce is never simple, and unresolved 



grievances make it harder still. What, then, could be so valuable that neither party would be willing to budge to allow 
the other party to gain an upper hand? First edition books, vintage watch collection, original artwork, Beanie Babies. 
Though they were only $5 a piece, many in mint condition would sell for thousands of dollars online in the late 1990s. 
Despite predictions that Beanie Babies would bring generational wealth and some families spending their entire 
savings on acquiring the rarest variations, there are storage bins and garbage bags of Beanie Babies cluttering homes 
that have not appreciated in value. It is an instructive anecdote from our not-so-distant past about value and how, as 
humans, we may not be so skilled at assigning value to what we see and hear. 
 

It is not surprising, then, that the seeds being sown do not always find a home in fertile ground. Going in order, Jesus 
explains that the seed on the path relates to those who hear the message but do not understand the message of the 
kingdom, the seed on the rocky ground are those who hear the message, receive it with joy, but then fall away upon any 
trouble or persecution, the seed in the thorns are those who hear the message but anxiety of the age and desire for 
wealth prevent the message from taking hold, and finally, the good soil represents those who hear the message and 
understand it, producing fruit. 
 

It is interesting, then, that Jesus spends the time to explicate the meaning of the parable to the disciples, as we would 
imagine that they, knowing the mysteries of the kingdom of God, would understand what each group is in the parable. 
As we have seen previously, these disciples will be going out into the world, doing the work of the sowing, and so they 
must be aware of how their words will be heeded. It is a reminder that living out the gospel and spreading the good 
news is not one of success. As Ivor Jones, principal of Wesley House in Cambridge, adds, "The strength of Matthew's 
narration of The Sower is this: that disappointment and failure are possible."' In other words, the good news is 
accompanied by the natural rejection of it by large segments of the population. 
 

There is a tension, then, between what is being promised and what is being heard. There is a tension, then, between 
what is being preached and what is being valued. Throughout Matthew, Jesus has articulated that faithfulness and 
following the truth of the Gospel can be isolating experiences. The words that are offered go to crowds who have 
already hardened their hearts to what is being promised, the words that are offered go to crowds who fixate on the 
surface-level, and the words that are offered go to crowds who choose the world over the eternal. And we cannot 
forget the opening of this morning's reading, it is not Jesus seeking the crowds but the crowds seeking him. Even 
knowing that his words will rarely land in profitable ground, Jesus does not hesitate to bring that fact to the crowd. 
The crowds of first-century Palestine were no better at valuing God's words and promise, as we are in this day and age. 
 

Here, though, is the good news of the gospel—despite the fact that we are not always good at valuing what we are 
offered by God, God does not stop trying. The Parable of the Sower reminds us that God does not approach humanity 
in a strict economic system of profits and margins. There is no board meeting amongst the Triune God, worrying if it is 
a wise fiscal decision to continue to spread seed so recklessly. The Sower does not pause to carefully apportion out 
seeds, ensuring that no seed goes amiss. 
 

That same enlivening spirit of spreading our understanding of the gospel calls us into the world to serve God, to 
glorify God, knowing that we rnay not always find success. While it may be far easier to dose our ranks and lock our doors against 
the world, we are called into the world to serve those who are in need. But it is not for our own sake that we make these 
choices, and it is not our own value system that calls us to do so; rather, we do so only for God. Our actions to serve 
are in response to the steps that God had taken before we are aware of it, and before we can properly respond. God 
gives us grace despite the fact that we do not deserve it, and we cannot ever repay that love. 
 

The practical and theological center of what I am referring to is summed up in Galatians Chapter 2, verse 20: "I, yet 
not I, but Christ." Christ calls us to serve, Christ calls us not to count the costs, Christ calls us into the world so that 
we may show the world that we are valued. 
 

After going blind, John Milton feared for his immortal soul, worrying that he was not producing value in the world 
due to his blindness. He wrote: 

When I consider how my light is spent, 
Ere half my days, in this dark world and wide, 

And that one Talent which is death to hide 
Lodged with me useless, though my Soul more bent 

To serve therewith my Maker, and present 
My true account, lest he returning chide; 
"Doth God exact day-labour, light denied?" 
I fondly ask. But patience, to prevent 

That murmur, soon replies, "God doth not need 
Either man's work or his own gifts; who best 
Bear his mild yoke, they serve him best. His state 

Is Kingly. Thousands at his bidding speed 
And post o'er Land and Ocean without rest: 
They also serve who only stand and wait. 

 

God sees humanity in all of its glory and all of its faults. Knowing even this, God so loved the world, God so valued the 
world that he gave his only begotten Son so that we might be reconciled with God. 
 

We may not be perceptive appraisers of value, but God's love and valuing of humanity remain steadfast. God sees us 
when we are alone, God hears our cries, and God does not tum his back upon us in our lowest moments. So whether 
or not our hearts are hardened, whether or not we are momentarily intrigued, or simply too enthralled by the world's 
allure, God will not stop sending his Word into our midst. It is our faith in Christ as Lord of all that calls us to listen 
and to understand, and then to spread that good news onward. 


