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I. Intro 
Do you ever wonder if your usual, everyday life matters?  Do you ever wonder if the ordinary, 
everyday tasks mean anything?  I have just finished a small book called “A Theology of the 
Ordinary” by Julie Canlis. Julie and her husband Matt lived in the UK for 17 years before moving 
back to the US 3 years ago.  When they came back, her 8-year old daughter, who had been 
raised her entire life in the UK, made this comment, “Mom, why do all the signs in America say, 
‘the best,’ or ‘the biggest,’ or ‘the greatest in the world?’”  (Canlis, 1)  Julie said she, as an 
American, had never even noticed that before.  She goes on to write this little book drawing 
attention to the fact that this obsession with greatness and extraordinariness had made their 
way into the American Church.  And, her argument throughout this book is that our ordinary, 
everyday lives should be our act of worship. 
 
In some ways, we are developing a “theology of the ordinary” this summer through our 
exploration of the parables.  For the parables are “ordinary stories of ordinary people in 
ordinary places doing ordinary things” (Sweet, 36).  And, in these parables, Jesus shows us that  
our ordinary, usual lives are infused with sacredness and holiness.  It is a “theology of the 
ordinary.” 
 
Review 
This morning, our third week in the parables, we get to explore the parable of the sower, what 
has been called the “parable of parables” (Snodgrass, 18).  It is the watershed parable that 
introduces significant parable sections in Matthew, Mark and Luke, the Synoptics.  And, if you 
grew up in the church, you are likely very familiar with this parable.  But, I want to encourage 
you this morning to try to hear it with fresh ears and a soft heart. 
 
Here’s where I'm going this morning.  First, I want to walk through the text, making a few 
observations.  Then at the end, we’ll discuss the implications of this parable for our lives. 
 
So, I invite you into our text this morning, Matthew 13, beginning in verse 1. 
 
II. The Parable (1-9) 

1   That same day Jesus went out of the house and sat beside the sea. 2 And great crowds 
gathered about him, so that he got into a boat and sat down. And the whole crowd stood on the 
beach. 3 And he told them many things in parables, saying: “A sower went out to sow. 4 And as 
he sowed, some seeds fell along the path, and the birds came and devoured them.  5 Other 
seeds fell on rocky ground, where they did not have much soil, and immediately they sprang up, 
since they had no depth of soil, 6 but when the sun rose they were scorched. And since they had 
no root, they withered away. 7 Other seeds fell among thorns, and the thorns grew up and 



choked them. 8 Other seeds fell on good soil and produced grain, some a hundredfold, some 
sixty, some thirty. 9 He who has ears, let him hear.”   (ESV) 
 
Now for us in the 21st century, this image of a sower going out to sow may sound a bit unusual.  
We might even laugh at the technique used here.  In our world with our modern methods of 
farming, we are way more advanced and way more efficient. 
 
But, in the world of the first century, the image Jesus is painting is very usual.  “The sower went 
out to sow.”  This is the stuff of the real world, or ordinary life, of the usual order of business in 
their world.  And, so, for those first hearers, they would be saying, Ok Jesus, I am with you.  I 
can picture what is happening here.  But, then the unexpected happens.  As the sower sows, he 
throws seeds everywhere.   
 
Some fall onto a hardened path.  It was normal for fields to have paths through them where 
people would walk.  We might think that strange today because we, in our 21st century efficient 
mindsets, would not waste a square inch.  We would not allow room for a path through the 
field.  But, they would have had paths in their fields and the sower throws seeds even on the 
path.  That would be unexpected.  And, of course, the birds would devour them from the path.   
 
Next, he sows seeds amongst the rocks.  Another unexpected twist.  What are you saying Jesus?  
Why in the world would a farmer waste seeds amongst the rocks?   
 
Ex. I grew up on a farm and one of my jobs was picking rocks out of the field before planting.  It 
was not a fun job!  I’d spend whole weeks picking rocks out of the field and piling them in huge 
piles around the field.  I have nightmares to this day.  We would then go around with a loader 
tractor and scoop them up and dump them in the woods. 
 
In this parable, the rocks have not been picked up, and the sower sows seeds among the rocks.  
The repetition of no/not, 3x in verses 5-6, points to the fact that this is not the place for seeds.  
And, because the soil is shallow, the seeds spring up quickly but with no depth of soil, the sun 
quickly scorches them. 
 
Next, the sower sows seeds among thorns.  Once again, it would be completely unexpected to 
waste seeds among the thorns.  And, of course, the thorns choke out those seeds.  
 
Lastly, the sower sows seeds in fertile soil.  The soil that regularly lets seed in regularly gets fruit 
out.  And, fruit does indeed come out, but the yield is unexpected.  It is absolutely massive!  
Jesus, you know yields in the real world are not that big!  Maybe 2x or 3x, maybe even 7x, but 
30, 60 and 100?  This would be completely unexpected to the audience in the first century, and 
is unexpected to us today. 
 
In the end, we are left unsettled, but Jesus implores us to hear well. 
 
Next we see that the disciples need some explanation, verse 10: 



 
 
III. The Purpose of Parables (10-17) 
10   Then the disciples came and said to him, “Why do you speak to them in parables?” 11 And 
he answered them, “To you it has been given to know the secrets of the kingdom of heaven, but 
to them it has not been given. 12 For to the one who has, more will be given, and he will have an 
abundance, but from the one who has not, even what he has will be taken away. 13 This is why I 
speak to them in parables, because seeing they do not see, and hearing they do not hear, nor do 
they understand. 14 Indeed, in their case the prophecy of Isaiah is fulfilled that says: 
 “‘“You will indeed hear but never understand, 
  and you will indeed see but never perceive.” 
15   For this people’s heart has grown dull, 
  and with their ears they can barely hear, 
  and their eyes they have closed, 
 lest they should see with their eyes 
  and hear with their ears 
 and understand with their heart 
  and turn, and I would heal them.’ 
 
16   But blessed are your eyes, for they see, and your ears, for they hear. 17 For truly, I say to 
you, many prophets and righteous people longed to see what you see, and did not see it, and to 
hear what you hear, and did not hear it. 
 
I spent two weeks ago talking through this text so I won’t spend too much time on it this 
morning, except to make a three observations. 
 
A. The Gift (10-12) 
First of all, the disciples don't understand what Jesus is doing here.  Jesus tells them that they 
have been given the gift of hearing and seeing, the gift of the knowledge of the kingdom of 
heaven.  Faith is a gift.  The kingdom of heaven is always gift.  Note that Matthew uses Kingdom 
of Heaven instead of Kingdom of God because he doesn’t want to use the divine name.  It’s the 
same reality.  They are synonyms. 
 
B. The Purpose (13-15) 
Secondly, Jesus chooses the Isaiah text to frame his purpose for the parables.  In Isaiah’s time, 
God had offered his people salvation, but the Israelites were a stiff-necked and obstinate 
people, unwilling to turn around to the saving, loving, compassionate, extravagant God.  They 
refuse his salvation because they would rather trust in their idols. 
 
So Jesus is, in effect, saying in this text, do not be like your ancestors!  Do not be a stiff-necked 
and obstinate people.  Hear and truly hear, see and truly see and understand with a soft heart 
and turn and be healed.  In other words, repent and believe the good news I’m sharing and stop 
trusting in your idols! 
 



And, of course, it goes without saying that idols are still with us today, they’ve just changed 
clothes.  Anything that we make the drumbeat of our lives besides the saving, loving, 
compassionate, extravagant God will also cause us to “barely hear” and “close our eyes” and 
“dull our hearts.”  So, today, we must not be like them, and we also need to repent and believe 
the good news and stop trusting in our idols.  We will return to this theme in Jesus’ 
interpretation. 
 
C. The Blessing (16-17) 
Thirdly and unique to Matthew, Jesus finishes this section with a Beatitude.  In contrast to the 
crowds, the disciples are indeed blessed of all people because they’ve been given the gift of 
faith. 
 
Jesus then gives the explanation of the parable, verse 18: 
 
IV. The Explanation (18-23) 
18   “Hear then the parable of the sower: 19 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 what was sown along the path. 20 As for what was sown on rocky ground, this is the one 
who hears the word and immediately receives it with joy, 21 yet he has no root in himself, but 
endures for a while, and when tribulation or persecution arises on account of the word, 
immediately he falls away. 22 As for what was sown among thorns, this is the one who hears 
the word, but the cares of the world and the deceitfulness of riches choke the word, and it 
proves unfruitful. 23 As for what was sown on good soil, this is the one who hears the word and 
understands it. He indeed bears fruit and yields, in one case a hundredfold, in another sixty, and 
in another thirty.” 
 
A. “Stand-Under” 
Notice that Jesus frames his interpretation with the word “understand,” verses 19 and 23.  He 
also used it three other times in the previous section.  It is the key word of this text.  How are 
we to understand the word understand?  Literally the word means to “bring together.” 
(NIDNTT).  But, it has strong connections to wisdom in the Old Testament.  And, so behind this 
term, there is a sense of not just cognitively comprehending something, but rather putting it 
into practice, living life wisely.  So, it’s more about “yielding oneself to” or “submitting to 
something.”  Dale Bruner, in his commentary, suggests the best way to understand the word 
understand is “stand-under” (Bruner, 18).  To understand is to “stand-under.”  Verse 19 would 
then be, “When anyone hears the word of the kingdom and does not “stand under” it, the evil 
one comes and snatches away the seed...  And Verse 23, “As for what was sown on good soil, 
this is the one who hears the word and “stands under” it.  He indeed produces fruit…” 
 

• At our house, Suzanne calls for dinner, yet no one moves.  Everyone hears what is 
happening, but no one “stands under” what they hear.   

• In the winter, when rain is forecast, we all hear the news, but we still leave without an 
umbrella.  We refuse to “stand under” what we hear.   



• Car people tell us to change oil every 3000-5000 miles.  We hear it, but do we “stand 
under” it?  Do we submit to it in action? 

 
I believe this is the major problem in the universal church today.  We have more writings and 
commentaries and resources than ever before in history, and yet people are not being changed.  
Why?  Because even with all the writings and commentaries and resources, the problem is that 
not enough people are “standing under” the Gospel.  Not enough people are submitting to, 
yielding to, the words of Jesus.  Not enough people are actually living as if Jesus is Lord of this 
world.  People hear the Word, hear the Gospel, but then “stand under” other lords, other 
authorities, other kingdoms.  They continue in their idolatry. 
 
This is the key to this parable.  Now, with that foundation in place, let’s look at how Jesus 
interprets the details of the parable? 
 
B. Seeds, Sower, Soils 
First of all, the seed in the parable is the Word of the kingdom.  You could translate that as the 
Gospel or the Good News.  This is the truth about Jesus. 
 
Secondly, how about the sower?  The sower is not interpreted in Matthew’s version of this 
parable.  It could be God or it could be Jesus.  Next week, we’ll see in the parable of the wheat 
and tares that the sower is Jesus himself.   
 
But, perhaps, the sower not being interpreted allows the interpretation to be broad, to be any 
person who sows the good news, in participation with Jesus through the Holy Spirit.  Perhaps 
the sower could be a parent, a preacher, a Sunday School teacher, Sports Camp volunteer, Kids 
Club volunteer, etc?  And, if we go down this path, what a privilege to be able to sow the Good 
News?  What a privilege to be a Sunday School Teacher?  What a privilege to be a parent?  
What a privilege to be on the Kids Club team?  What a privilege to participate with Jesus in 
sowing!  And, for all of you, notice the extravagance of the sower – sown everywhere, even to 
the kid who won’t stop talking.  Even to the kid who is so busy he hardly ever shows up to an 
event.  Even to the kid who you think has a hard heart.  The sower sows the seed everywhere, 
extravagantly. 
 
Thirdly, the soils.  Jesus interprets the soil as human hearts.  The Word is sown in the soil of the 
heart.  As I have said elsewhere, heart in scripture is not the organ that pumps blood.  The heart 
is the control center of our lives.  It is where we take in all the data from life and sort it out, 
then make decisions.  So, what we find in this parable is not a problem with the sower.  Neither 
is there any problem with the seed (Johnson, 42).  What we find is a problem with human 
hearts.  The Gospel is being heard in all cases, but is not being “stood under” and therefore, the 
control center of life is not changing.  The control center, the heart, remains under the control 
of other lords. 
 
 



Jesus goes on to describe four different soils, or heart conditions, that are identified in the 
parable:  Hard heart, shallow heart, cluttered heart and fertile heart.  Let me make a few 
observations before we get to our implications: 
 
The first soil is the hard heart.  In this instance, the Word is sown on the hard heart, but the evil 
one snatches it away before it can take root. 
 
The second soil is the shallow heart.  The Word is sown into a shallow heart and received with 
joy, but because it is shallow, the Word does not take root.  When hard times come (tribulation 
or persecution), the heart turns away from the Word.  As David Wenham says, this heart “gives 
up when things get hot” (Wenham, 47). 
 
The third soil is the cluttered heart.  The Word is sown into a cluttered heart, and because the 
heart has all kinds of other things rooted there, the Word has no room to grow.  In Matthew, 
Jesus describes these other things:  the cares of the world and the deceitfulness of riches.  Note 
he does not simply say “the world,” and he does not simply say “riches.”  The problem is not 
the world or riches, the problem is the cares of the world and the deceitfulness of riches.  These 
things choke out the Word so it does not take root and produce fruit. 
 
And, the fourth soil is the fertile heart.  The Word is sown into a soft heart which can receive 
the Word well.  The Word is “stood under,” takes root and yields extravagant returns, 30, 60 
and 100. 
 
Ok.  That’s the interpretation of the parable.  But, what are some implications for us today? 
 
V. The Implications 
A. What does Jesus expect from his Word being implanted in our hearts?   
Soil four.  This is the heart who hears and truly hears the Word and “stands under” it, producing 
fruit with yields of 100, 60 and 30.  We’re not sure why Matthew puts the numbers in this 
order, but no one is ready for this ending.  This is unsettling.  Thirtyfold is extravagant.  
Sixtyfold is overflowingly extravagant.  And, one hundredfold is overflowingly extravagant 
beyond imagination!  This is to be expected from a kingdom life.  “Most of us look at ourselves 
and wonder whether God made a mistake when he made us.  We have so little to offer, so few 
gifts.  We could not be more wrong” (Osborne, 517).  We all have been incredibly gifted, 
capable of extravagant yields through his Holy Spirit.  
 
So, what does Jesus expect?  He expects “standing under” that leads to transformation, from 
seed to fruit.  This parable teaches that genuine faith in Jesus will result in substantial personal 
transformation, a visible transformation, evident from the yield of fruit in our lives.  This is what 
the fruit of the spirit (love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness 
and self-control) is all about, visible fruit that grows from “standing under” the Word. 
 



So, why the differing yields?  It’s left unexplained I think because the ‘how much’ is not our 
business, it’s God’s business.  Our business is to “stand under” the Word so that it transforms 
us and thereby producing fruit. 
 
B. What are the obstacles to Jesus’ expectation? 
Three different obstacles are listed, the hard heart, the shallow heart and the cluttered heart.   
 
The Hard Heart 
The first is a hard heart.  When someone hears the Word and refuses to “stand under” it, the 
evil one snatches the Word away.  I think Jesus is telling us that the world is not a neutral place.  
There is a real evil one out there in opposition to Jesus and his kingdom.  And, this evil one is 
doing everything in his power to prevent his kingdom from breaking into our lives.  The evil one 
especially preys on hardened hearts.  And, he seeks to continue to harden them to the truth of 
Jesus and his kingdom.  Once again it’s not that the Word is not strong enough.  “It’s that when 
we do not stand under the Word, we give the evil one space to work.  But, if we submit to the 
Word and stand under it, the evil one has no access” (Johnson, 44). 
 
The Shallow Heart 
The second is the shallow heart who hears the Word with joy but when tribulation or 
persecution arise, they fall away.  Jesus is saying that receiving the Word will bring us trouble; 
welcoming the kingdom will bring us trouble.  There are extravagant blessings no doubt:  joy, 
peace, forgiveness, hope, love, eternal life.  But, there will be trouble as well.  It comes with the 
territory.  After all, a new Lord is in town and that inherently threatens the other lords.  If Jesus 
is Lord, no one else or nothing else is.  We will be persecuted as Jesus was, but if we can stand 
under the Word and not back off when the heat comes, fruit will grow. 
 
The Cluttered Heart 
The third is the cluttered heart.  I know this heart well.  This heart hears the Word but the cares 
of the world and the deceitfulness of riches choke the word, and it proves unfruitful.  Here, Jesus 
hits on why it is so hard to do what Jesus says, especially in our culture.  As Bruner says, “the 
Word is received with only one hand because the other hand is busy” (Bruner, 24). 
 

The Cares of the World 
For the cares of the world, notice the definite article with “cares”.  And actually cares is 
singular.  Another word for care is anxiety or worry.  So Jesus is not talking about 
random cares, he is talking about the worry of the world, the anxiety of the world.  
What is the anxiety Jesus is talking about?  It’s the fact that we build our lives upon 
idols.  Instead of the living God, “we build our lives on lifeless idols” (Johnson, 47).  And, 
because we build our lives on idols, the foundations are insecure, hence the worry and 
anxiety. 

 
The Deceitfulness of Riches 
The deceitfulness of riches leads to another obvious idol.  Riches trick us into thinking 
we are secure.  They trick us into thinking we can trust them against the uncertainties of 



life.  They trick us into re-organizing our priorities.  An example of that is a statistic I just 
read from the BBC which was that 82% of the wealth generated in the world last year 
went to only 1% of the global population (https://www.bbc.com/news/business-
42745853).  Riches trick us into re-prioritizing where our monies go.  And all of that 
chokes out the Word, leading to unfruitfulness. 

 
Mortimer Arias sums it up best when he says, “The kingdom of God is an irreverent exposure of 
human motivations & the most sacred rules of human mores. It disturbs all of life. It disturbs 
our very own holy of holies… and is the appointed challenger of our sacred idols.  It challenges 
our systems & cultures & all of human wisdom.  Why?  Because it is wisdom from above”  
(Arias, 47).  In other words, the kingdom will always mess with our idols. 
 
So, the obstacles to transformation and fruit:  hard-ness, shallow-ness and cluttered-ness.  I 
think many times we hear this parable and consider who we have met that falls into those 
three heart conditions.  But, today, I want us to consider ourselves.  Couldn’t we say that each 
soil resides in us to one degree or another?  In some areas of our lives, our heart is hard and 
unreceptive to his Word.  In other areas, there are rocks, still others, thorns; all obstacles to the 
natural production of fruit.  Note that in all heart conditions, the Word is heard but only in the 
fertile soil is it “stood under.”  The primary call of the parable is to stand under the Word with 
our entire life, with our entire heart, because Jesus is Lord of our entire life, not just Sundays, 
not just Bible study days, not just at home.  He is Lord of your work.  He is Lord of your vacation.  
He is Lord of your hobbies.  He is Lord of all.  So, in what specific area of your life do you need 
to “stand under” the Word?  Make that your prayer this week. 
 
Conclusion 
What an ordinary story?   A person planting seeds.  I do that in my little garden at home.  And, 
yet, this is how the kingdom comes, not quickly through force and coercion, but in ordinary 
ways, gently, slowly, delicately through seeds.  The kingdom of God comes through ordinary, 
everyday actions.  Do you ever wonder if your usual, everyday life matters?  Do you ever 
wonder if the ordinary, everyday tasks mean anything?  Yes, every moment matters, for it is in 
the ordinary everyday actions where God’s will becomes done on earth as it is in heaven.  It’s 
not so much about doing the extraordinary things as it is doing the ordinary things faithfully, 
obediently and consistently.  It’s the theology of the ordinary.  Amen. 
 



 
Benediction 

• ‘Receive this Benediction adapted from Jeremiah 17, words from the Lord to Israel: 
o Blessed are those  

▪ who put their trust in the Lord  
▪ by “standing under” His Word.   
▪ They are like trees planted by the water  
▪ that send out their roots by the stream  
▪ and do not fear when the evil one swoops in  
▪ or when heat comes  
▪ or when the idols press for attention,  
▪ for their leaves remain green and  
▪ they do not cease to bear fruit.  
▪ May you bear fruit this week. (Jer 17:7-8) 

o Amen 
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