EVERYONE LOVES A STORY
#1 The Sower: How’s Your Hearing?
September 12th, 2010 – Matthew 13:1-23
Everyone loves a good story. Let me tell you one. There was a man who one day didn’t feel like going to church so he decided to go hunting instead. He was out in the bush when he was approached from behind by a bear. He dropped his gun by accident but didn’t bother to pick it up.  He ran for his life. Weaving in and out the trees with the bear on his trail. Curving around a tree he tripped over its root. He looked up and the bear looked down. The bear was about to strike at him. He put his hands together and prayed: Dear Lord, please let this bear be a Christian.  The bear sat down, held the man’s hands and said: Dear Lord, thank you for the food that I am about to receive.
Some stories make us laugh. Some make us cry. Some drive home a point like reminding us to be grateful for what we have or in this case that the safest place to be on a Sunday morning is in church worshipping our Savior.

Please turn in your Bible to Matthew 13. Today we begin a new series on the stories that Jesus told. Jesus was the master story teller. We see in verses 1-2 that so many people crowded around Christ that he had to get into a boat in order to speak to those who stood on the shore. He sat down and in verse 3 we read: Then he told them many things in parables. It will help our understanding of this and all the parables of Jesus if we see that the thirteenth chapter of Matthew begins a definite turning-point in the ministry of Jesus.  At the beginning of His ministry Jesus taught in the synagogues but Matthew's gospel records that at this point He left the synagogues and began to teach out in the countryside because the official leaders of the Jews were in open opposition to Him. Jesus had a purpose in speaking in parables. Let’s find out first what the word parable means:
PURPOSE OF THE PARABLES
Defining the word parable: The word parable (parabole - para-bow-LAY) means to place beside.  It has the idea of placing two things together in order to teach a spiritual truth. It’s an illustration alongside a truth.      These stories are like mental time bombs designed to be unforgettable and then to explode into meaning for those who are serious about listening to Jesus. Parables are an earthly story with a heavenly meaning or twist. Often, when I hear the subject of parables introduced, it goes something like this: Jesus used parables so that he could get his points across clearly. It's not like some pastors whose sermons are so hard to understand. Jesus used down-to-earth stories to make his points clear. Have you heard Jesus' parables talked about in that way? The problem with this description, though, is that it doesn't quite meet up with what Jesus says himself about his own parables.
Jesus Reason: In verse ten the disciples ask Jesus why he spoke in parables: 11) The knowledge of the secrets of the kingdom of heaven has been given to you, but not to them.. 13) This is why I speak to them in parables: Though seeing, they to not see; though hearing, they do not hear or understand. This was to fulfill a prophecy from Isaiah 6:9-10: 14) You will be ever hearing but never understanding; you will be ever seeing but never perceiving. For this people’s heart has become calloused; they hardly hear with their ears, and they have closed their eyes. Otherwise they might see with their eyes, hear with their ears, understand with their hearts and turn, and I would heal them. For those who don’t care, or have already made up their minds, this story would seem foolish and would have been dismissed. But for the curious and those eager to know more, the story is full of potential meaning, and draws the listener closer to Jesus instead of further away. After letting his disciples know why He was teaching in parables He did something He rarely did during His public ministry---He explained the meaning of the parable He’d just told.  Parables are earthly stories but with a heavenly twist. How’s your hearing?
There’s this guy who’s so frustrated by his wife’s refusal to admit her hearing problem that he spoke to his doctor: Doc, how can I get my wife to admit that she needs a hearing aid? Doctor: When you get home peek your head through the door and ask, Honey, what’s for dinner? If she doesn’t answer, go into the living room, then walk into the kitchen and walk right up behind her. This will convince her she needs a hearing aid. So he starts at the front door and repeats the question as he goes through the house. No answer any of the times. Finally he walks right up behind his wife: Honey, what’s for dinner? She turns around in a huff and loudly says: For the fourth time, I said WE’RE HAVING SPAGHETTI.  How’s your hearing? Sometimes we get caught up in selective listening don’t we!
An 80-year-old grandfather went to his daughter’s house for Sunday dinner. When the meal was over, he announced that he was going to take a walk through the neighborhood. I’ll be back in twenty minutes, he said. But two hours had passed before he finally returned. He said: Sorry I’m late, but I stopped to talk to an old friend and he just wouldn’t stop listening.  We should never stop listening to the Word of God. Someone said: Talk and you say what you already know, but listen and you learn something new. How’s your hearing?
The Parable of the Sower (four soils) is the first recorded parable of Jesus: 3)…A farmer went out to sow his seed. 4) As he was scattering the seed, some fell along the path, and the birds came and ate it up. 5) Some fell on rocky places, where it did not have much soil. It sprang up quickly, because the soil was shallow. 6) But when the sun came up, the plants were scorched, and they withered because they had no root. 7) Other seed fell among thorns, which grew up and choked the plants. 8) Still other seed fell on good soil, where it produced a crop-a hundred, sixty or thirty times what was sown. 9) He who has ears, let him hear.  I challenge us to listen with fresh ears this morning as we apply the Parable of the Sower (four soils). 18) Listen then to what the parable of the sower means…                                                  
APPLICATION OF THE FOUR SOILS

Never Underestimate the Power of God’s Word.: The seed is the Word of God. Isaiah 55:11:     …so is my word that goes out from my mouth: It will not return to me empty, but will accomplish what I desire and achieve the purpose for which I sent it. Hebrews 4:12: For the word of God is living and active. Sharper than any double-edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart. They found a seed deep within a pyramid in Egypt. It was estimated to be 3,000 years old.   They planted it to see if it would grow and reproduce. It did! Don’t underestimate the power of God’s Word. 

A boy from the country was going to the city to get a job. Before he left, his mother said: Son, I want you to promise me that you will go to church on Sunday. So he promised, and went to the city. He worked the first week, became acquainted with some of the fellows there, and made some new friends. On the weekend his new friends invited him to go horseback riding with them on Sunday. He remembered his promise to his mother: Sorry, fellas, I can’t do it. But they continued to pressure him and after a while he agreed to go. Sunday morning came, and they began their horseback ride. Around 11:00, they rode into the city and as they were passing the church, bells announcing the services began to ring. Our boy could see his parents walking into their little home church in the country. He remembered his promise to his mother but he just kept on riding. The bells grew fainter. When they got to the edge of town, the boy stopped and said: Fellows, I come from a Christian family. My mother asked me to promise her I’d be in church today. I have noticed as we have been riding that the bells have been getting fainter and fainter. If we ride anymore, I won’t be able to hear the bells. I’m going back while I can still hear them. Never underestimate!
Each of our Sunday School teachers scatters seed each week. Kids how about inviting someone so they can hear the Good News about Jesus along with you.  A new adult class begins today. Today is a great opportunity to recommit to studying the Word of God with your fellow believers.  Today why not recommit our lives to Getting A Good Grip on Gods Word: Hear…Read…Study….Memorize….Meditate on that Word. Let’s not underestimate its power.
We Are Destined for Fruitfulness: 23) But the one who received the seed that fell on good soil is the man who hears the word and understands it. He produces a crop, yielding a hundred, sixty or thirty times what was sown.  Back then, if a farmer had a yield that was seven times what was sown it would be considered a good crop. To have yields of a hundred, sixty or thirty fold would be unheard of, unnatural, even astonishing. Jesus twist was to imprint on the minds of His hearers  that they are destined for fruitfulness. What kind of believer is living out that promised destiny? One that learns to constantly examine their life. A pastor gave a visual demonstration one Sunday morning: Four worms were placed into four separate jars. The worm in alcohol - dead. The worm in cigarette smoke – dead., The worm in chocolate syrup – dead. The last worm in good clean soil - alive. Pastor: What can you learn from this demonstration? Member: As long as you drink, smoke and eat chocolate, you won't have worms!  Not everyone wants to take the time to ask: What kind of soil am? We see four responses to God’s Word   
I hear, but I don’t care: 19) When anyone hears the message about the kingdom and does not understand it, the evil one comes and snatches away what was sown in his heart. This is the seed sown along the path.                  Fields in Palestine were small and were separated from one another by paths where the ground was beaten flat by all the people and animals that used them. The seed that hit this hard ground just laid there until the birds gobbled it up or was ground into the soil by sandaled feet. It would be like throwing grass seed on the sidewalk. This response says: I hear but I don’t care. Sometimes we are like hard ground and God’s Word just bounces right off.
This kind of soil represents the one who allows the Word of God to enter one ear and go out the other. They listen but they do not act. It is difficult to understand how a person can hear the Word of God Sunday after Sunday and not respond to the love of Christ Jesus. A worker asked for a pay raise and got this note back from his supervisor: Because of the fluctuation predisposition of your position’s productive capacity as juxtaposed to standard norms, it would be momentarily injudicious to advocate your requested increment. The puzzled worker went to the supervisor and said: If this is about my pay raise, I don’t get it. Supervisor: That’s right! You don’t get it!  
What causes some not to get it? They don’t ask the Holy Spirit to help them understand His Word. They wonder why their lives don’t bear any fruit. Some have come from an legalistic religious upbringing, making them unable to hear or understand the messages of forgiveness and grace. The grand-daddy of them all—is pride. Pride opposes any kind of dependence on God, causing us not to care. Let’s seek to understand what Jesus is speaking to our hearts.
I rejoice, but I can’t follow through: 20) The one who received the seed that fell on rocky places is the man who hears the word and at once receives it with joy. 21) But since he has no root, he lasts only a short time. When trouble or persecution comes because of the word, he quickly falls away. This type of soil was very shallow and the rocks on the surface had to be cleared every year. In Palestine, much of the land was solid rock with just a thin layer of soil on top. The crops would spring up quickly but because there was no root system, they would wither and die. Sometimes we are like the soil that allows the seed to sprout, but is not deep enough to let growth occur.
We could call this “convenient Christianity” because this person likes the idea of forgiveness of sins and the blessings of eternal life but doesn’t want any difficulties. Would you notice that it doesn’t say “if” trouble or persecution comes, but “when” it comes? Trouble and persecution are for the strengthening of our faith. It reveals those who say: I rejoice, but I can’t follow through. Like a person who starts a exercise program because it seems so exciting and beneficial, but after only a short time they quit. Why? The excitement wore off. The going got tough. They experienced sore muscles. They can get excited about the possibility of a better health, but can’t make it stick.
Senator Mark Hatfield tells of touring Calcutta with Mother Teresa and visiting the so-called "House of Dying," where sick children were cared for in their last days. The poor line up by the hundreds to receive medical attention. He said: How can you bear the load without being crushed by it?  Mother Teresa replied: My dear Senator, I am not called to be successful, I am called to be faithful. When the going gets tough will we cry out I just can’t follow through or will we remain faithful like Mother Teresa?
I hear, but I’m In Charge: 22) The one who received the seed that fell among the thorns is the man who hears the word, but the worries of this life and the deceitfulness of wealth choke it, making it unfruitful  The weeds consume the water and nutrients that should be used for the plants nourishment and so they die. The pursuit of worldly desires consumes the energy that should be used in the pursuit of spiritual desires or we die spiritually. Will we live the surrendered life in our relationship with Christ? Surrendered folks don’t have a tight grip on their things. The unsurrendered allow the worries of this life to demonstrate they will not or cannot allow God to be in control of their life. The deceitfulness of wealth has a strong grip on their life while they hold on tightly and will not let go. 
They say: I hear, but I’m in charge of my life. A wife was coming down the stairs and asked her husband who was lying on the sofa what he has been doing. He replied: Killing flies. She said: How many have you killed so far? He said: Five, three males and two females. She said: How did you figure that out? He replied: Three were sitting on the remote and two were sitting on the phone. We like being in charge don’t we? We get so caught up with doing our thing (TV, movies, sports, hobbies, play ball, play everything, do everything, go everywhere…) Let me look at your checkbook. I’ll tell you what your surrendered too! 

Where we spend our money is either a "portrayal" or a "betrayal." It portrays what we really believe or it is a betrayal of the faith of Christ. The same principle applies to how we spend our time as well as our money.                1 Timothy 6:6: But godliness with contentment is great gain. The answer to life is gaining God and finding contentment, not finding contentment by getting God to give you great gain. Any weeds need to be pulled today?
I hear, and I’m blessed: 16) But blessed are your eyes because they see, and your ears because they hear. 17) For I tell you the truth, many prophets and righteous men longed to see what you see but did not see it, and to hear what you hear but did not hear it. Jesus had explained that he spoke in parables so that those who hear would know they’ve been blessed.  Notice something about this parable: All of the four soils were from the same field.  Jesus was saying that this does not necessarily represent four different types of people but four different responses in the same person. God will do everything that is needed for the word to grow in your life so we may say: I hear, and I’m blessed. Jesus feeds us with all the nutrients you need, with the rich food of his heavenly feast. He bought this with his blood on the cross himself on the cross. God takes care of his garden. He will cause you to grow by His grace as we embrace the waters of our Baptismal covenant. Listen to his word even now. This is it, happening right now, today. He is busy sowing his seed, the good news of new life in Christ. He who has ears to hear--let him hear.
But take care how you hear that word. See that nothing will take away or kill off or squeeze out that word in your life. Don’t give up, in spite of the obstacles. God will clear those impediments away. Jesus has defeated the devil, that old buzzard who would swipe away the word. God will clear away the rock just below the surface of your heart; he’ll remove that rockiness--and sometimes he has to blast it away--through the preaching of the law to lead you to repentance. And don’t get caught up in the worries of this life. God is your heavenly Father. He will take care of you, just as he cares for the flowers of the field. Trust in him and not in yourself. 

Jesus ends the Parable on a note of challenge: He who has ears to hear, let him hear. What kind of hearer are you? Which soil are you most like this morning? One day an 3 year-old girl, Beverly, was playing with her toys. Her mother, who was folding laundry, noticed Beverly's shirt was dirty and needed to be changed. After calling two times with no response, her mother gave her the full three-name call: Beverly Elizabeth Provost, did you hear me? Beverly: Yes, Mama. My ears did, but my legs didn't. Those who have ears to hear get their legs moving in their faith life as they grow in the grace and knowledge of Jesus Christ. We are destined for fruitfulness. Ask the Holy Spirit to open your heart to God’s Word daily, so that we may say with confidence: I hear, and I’m blessed. AMEN! 
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