26 June 2011 : Matthew 13 : 1-13  
Here is one of the best-known parables of Jesus, one described by Jesus Himself in the parallel version in Mark 4 as the most important of all parables – if you don’t get this one, you’ll not get any of them! The story is familiar enough, but it will do us no harm at all to look at it again, and the first point I want to make is that the farmer in the story does not appear to have much of a business head on him.

He doesn’t seem to care what sort of ground he throws the seed on to – tarmac, rocks, weeds, or decent fertile soil. That seems strange. Can you just imagine a farmer today sowing seed on the A68 – the equivalent of the path? Or on that bit of the field where there’s about 1cm dirt before you get into rock, and you’re liable to burst the spade trying to dig through that stuff? Or trying to plant crops in the middle of a clump of ground elder – you know, that ghastly weed that strangles your shrubbery to death?
It seems weird. Carry on like that, chum, we might think, and you’ll be out of business before long. You would expect him to have a bit of discretion where he sows the seed – it’s expensive stuff – or at the very least to spend a bit of time preparing the ground, howking out the stones and the nettles first before trying to plant anything.

But no. Against all conventional wisdom, the farmer sows the seed indiscriminately. The agriculturally savvy audience that Jesus would have drawn round about him that day in Galilee would have been intrigued to hear where Jesus was going with this tale, but quite a few of them would have gone away, still scratching their heads, no wiser than when they came, because Jesus didn’t explain the story.

He left them to work it out. He let them take responsibility for thinking it through and getting something out of it. In fact, as we shall see, the parable actually worked itself out in that very audience – but we’ll come back to that. One step at a time! First, let’s identify the farmer and the seed, and for this we look ahead to the explanation Jesus gave His disciples in vs. 18-23. The seed is the Word of God – the message about the Kingdom of God. No prizes for guessing that the sower, then, is Jesus Himself.

The parable illustrates vividly a truth that we’ve emphasised regularly over the past few weeks and months – that the ministry and mission of Jesus was open to everyone, without exception. It will help and encourage you for me to share again the proof texts for that from all over the New Testament : 
Matthew 7.7-8 : Ask, and God will give to you. Search, and you will find. Knock, and the door will open for you. Yes, everyone who asks will receive. Everyone who searches will find. And everyone who knocks will have the door open

Luke 19.10 : The Son of Man came to find lost people and save them

John 3.17 : God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him.

John 6.37 : All that the Father gives me will come to me, and whoever comes to me I will never drive away.

Romans 3.23-24 : all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus.

I Timothy 2.4-6 : God wants all men to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth. For there is one God and one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus, who gave himself as a ransom for all

Hebrews 9.12 : Christ entered the Most Holy Place once for all by his own blood, having obtained eternal redemption. 
Hebrews 10.12 : Christ, after He had offered a single sacrifice for all sins for all time, sat down at the right hand of God

1 Peter 3.18 : Christ [the Messiah Himself] died for sins once or all, the Righteous for the unrighteous (the Just for the unjust, the Innocent for the guilty), that He might bring us to God
2 Peter 3.9 : The Lord is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance.

1 John 2.2 : Jesus is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for ours but also for the sins of the whole world.

Revelation 3.20 : Look! I stand at the door and knock. If you hear my voice and open the door, I will come in, and we will share a meal together as friends. 

Revelation 22.17 : Let everyone come who is thirsty [who is painfully conscious of his need of those things by which the soul is refreshed, supported, and strengthened]; and whoever [earnestly] desires to do it, let him come, take, appropriate, and drink the water of Life without cost.
By my calculation, though I ran out of fingers, that’s 13 scriptures making it crystal clear that Jesus came for everyone, without exception – or at least, for everyone who will receive Him. He is the sower, and the seed is the Kingdom message of love and grace, salvation and healing, forgiveness and reconciliation, success and shalom in every area of life on earth as it is in heaven. So what is the ground? The human heart – and we’ll look at that aspect more closely next week.

The first vital message from this parable is the commitment of Jesus to sow the seed of the Word everywhere, including the least promising of soil, the apparently hopeless cases. For Jesus, there are no hopeless cases as long as they still breathe. His way may not make any business sense according to this world’s wrong way of thinking, but in case anyone hasn’t noticed, the world is bankrupt, broke, busted and disgusted. As we said last week, much of the church that bears the name of Jesus is, sadly, locked into the mindset of the world and hasn’t learned the message of the sower and the seed. 
Which is … that we can’t safeguard the future of the church by trying to look after ourselves, by cutting back what we do to save money, by watering down what we believe and preach to avoid offending potential members, by planning for survival rather than service, by doing just enough to keep our own doors open to see us out. 

That’s the Babylonian mindset of the world, but the Kingdom of God works in exactly the opposite way. The future of the church, including this congregation, can be assured only as we look beyond ourselves and take seriously the reason God has put us here, to sow seed into the lives of others, to do what we can to get the life-changing Word of God out into the community and beyond. Do you know that for £50 a week we can put out a weekly 15-minute gospel message on radio and internet to a potential audience of hundreds of millions of people around Eastern Europe, the Middle East and North Africa – some of the hardest places to reach for Christ by conventional means?

Do you know that, if every member on the nominal roll of this church, pledged just £6, we could instal a fresh water well in a remote village in the developing world, and so invest in the health and prosperity of that community, for a whole generation, to the glory of Jesus’ Name? Do you know that Jesus promised : Luke 6.38 : Give, and it will be given to you. A good measure, pressed down, shaken together and running over, will be poured into your lap. With the measure you use, it will be measured to you.

But, but, if we give money away, how can we pay our own bills? Believe what Jesus has promised! It is a demonstrable fact that the most successful years for this church, in financial terms, have been the years we’ve given most away. If we know the Word, that shouldn’t come as a surprise, nor should come as a surprise that a church that is reaching out to others and sowing seed will attract the support of more people than a church that is only looking in on itself and tying itself in knots trying to survive. 
The first lesson we need to learn from this parable is that the life of the Kingdom, and therefore the life of the church, is bound up in sowing seed in faith and obedience. Malachi 3.10 says : Bring the whole tithe, the whole tenth of your income, into the storehouse, that there may be food in my house. Test me in this, says the LORD Almighty, and see if I will not throw open the floodgates of heaven and pour out so much blessing that you will not have room enough for it.
Paul wrote to the church at Corinth : Whoever sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and whoever sows generously will also reap generously. God is able to make all grace abound to you, so that in all things at all times, having all that you need, you will abound in every good work. He who supplies seed to the sower and bread for food will also supply and increase your store of seed and will enlarge the harvest of your righteousness. You will be made rich in every way so that you can be generous on every occasion, and through us your generosity will result in thanksgiving to God.

Be outrageously generous and outward-looking as we sow seed, and we’ll see how outrageously generous our God is. Meet the needs of others, and He will meet ours.
