3 July 2011 : Matthew 13 : 10-23  
We’re studying the famous parable of the sower, and last week we identified the seed as the word of God and the sower as Jesus Himself. If you missed that, you can look on the church website and download the message. This week we consider the various types of ground the seed was sown into, as Jesus helpfully interprets the parable for us.
First of all, though, we find the disciples asking Jesus why he uses parables at all, when it seems that so few people – so few even of the 12 – seem to catch his drift. And Jesus replied : Come on, chaps, in every teaching programme approved by the education professionals, it is clearly shown that students take in much more of what they work out for themselves compared with what’s just hammered into them. 

Is that what Jesus said? No, it wasn’t. That’s not to say it’s not true, it almost certainly is, but it’s not the point Jesus made. The New Living translation of verse 12 brings it out perfectly : To those who listen to my teaching, more understanding will be given, and they will have an abundance of knowledge. But for those who are not listening, even what little understanding they have will be taken away from them   
The Message translation down to v.15 is even more forthright : That's why I tell stories – to create readiness, to nudge the people toward receptive insight. In their present state they can stare till doomsday and not see it, listen till they're blue in the face and not get it. I don't want Isaiah's forecast repeated all over again :


Your ears are open but you don't hear a thing. Your eyes are awake but you don't see a thing. The people are blockheads! They stick their fingers in their ears so they won't have to listen. They screw their eyes shut so they won't have to look, so they won't have to deal with me face-to-face and let me heal them. 

These verses show that Jesus – yes, gentle Jesus meek and mild – is just about tearing his hair out in frustration because the people don’t want to listen to the Good News He came to bring. And the worst of it is – these aren’t the heathens he’s talking about. These aren’t the drug dealers and shoplifters and crazies that get drunk and vandalise the phone box. These are the religious people he’s describing as blockheads! Ouch!

You know, the message Jesus came to bring is GOOD news. Apparently, according to the experts, the Greek word translated “gospel” in the New Testament is found almost nowhere else in Greek literature, and the most accurate translation of it is nearly-too-good-to-be-true news.  Had Jesus come to preach doom and gloom, climate change, economic recession, nuclear holocaust, half the world wiped out by a deadly new virus and so on, probably people would have listened! They do nowadays anyway!

But He came to tell people how much God loved them, to set them free from the awful hopeless drudgery of trying to earn salvation by their own efforts, to encourage them to move on from the dead empty nit-picking minutiae of religious ritual and tradition that could do nothing to help them and accept the free gift of His unfailing love.

That’s what the people didn’t want to know!  And that’s the heart of the matter – they didn’t want to know. Didn’t want to hear that the day of having to offer animal sacrifices and tick every legalistic box was over. Didn’t want to hear how, by faith in this Jesus, they could receive true freedom and true life, here and now. Didn’t want to hear that God wasn’t an ill-natured old grouch itching to reduce them to an ash for dropping a sweetie-paper on the pavement, but a loving Dad who wanted to embrace them and pour out every imaginable blessing on them in this life and the next.

Didn’t want to acknowledge that this Jesus was the Son of God, despite the miracles He performed right under their very noses. They had their minds made up, they had their opinions, they had their beliefs, and they were not going to change their minds at any price, under any circumstances. Imagine how that must have left Jesus feeling, as He sought to pour our His love and grace on this lot and they just blanked Him.

Imagine how it must leave Jesus feeling today when – 2,000 years on – many religious people still don’t want to know the real truth of the Good News ; still refuse to let the Word of God challenge their beliefs, their opinions, their prejudices ; still hang on to a legalistic approach to God, trying to be a good person, trying to lead a good life, trying to do this, trying to do that, in a vain hope that our best efforts and our pious practices will buy a ticket to heaven. It won’t. Jesus has already bought and paid for it. Amen?
Jesus used parables – vivid stories – in an attempt to reach out to the closed minds and hard hearts and bring conviction to their souls, not to hurt or humiliate them, not in the slightest, but that they might get a sudden ray of revelation sunshine, a glimpse of the love and grace of God toward them, working itself out in the free and undeserved gifts of forgiveness and reconciliation, healing and prosperity, deliverance and freedom.

None more so than this parable of the sower. The first type of ground the seed fell on was the tarmac, and no sooner had the seed landed than a big black craw dived on it and stole it away. These, Jesus tells us, are the people who hear the message but don’t understand – maybe they’re in church, they’ve sung the hymns like wee linties, but come sermon time, in goes the pan-drop and out comes the hearing-aid. They have an opportunity to hear, but they’re not listening. The Word doesn’t really interest them.
But it can happen to any of us! Any Sunday, despite our best intentions. The big black craw called the devil comes to steal, kill and destroy, and the way he does it is to play with our head and distract us from the Word of God. The devil isn’t that bothered if we turn up at church so long as we don’t get any revelation of God’s grace out of it. And so you go home for lunch and the non-churchgoing members of your family ask : Did you enjoy church today? Oh yes! What was Frank preaching about? Er …

Now look, before anyone feels got at, I’ve been there, done that! Sometimes I sit down to read my Bible, and the minute I open it, my brain gets bombarded with all sorts of silly stuff. The phone rings. Thoughts of things I’ve to do today, people I’ve to deal with today, race into my head. 10 minutes later I could not tell you a word I’ve read. Or I’m in the car with a Bible teaching CD on, and my little butterfly brain flies off on a tangent and I don’t remember what I’ve heard. It always seems to be that the minute we’re invited to focus on the word of God, all hell breaks loose between our ears. The devil doesn’t want you to receive the seed of the word, because when you do, you will know the truth, and the truth – of God’s grace ministered by Jesus – will set you free.

Now when these blank times, these spiritual senior moments, happen, it doesn’t make you a bad person. God loves you just the same whether you’re hanging on every word of the scriptures, or you’re mentally anticipating the Eastenders omnibus. But what it does mean is that you’re not receiving the spiritual nourishment you need to have a happy, fulfilling and fruitful life. So long as you have given your heart to Jesus, you can still get to heaven without receiving any more of the Word, but you’ll probably get there quicker than you need to and you won’t enjoy the journey half as much.
So we’re all paying rapt attention, aren’t we? Right!! Next we see the seed landing on ground too stony for the seed to take root. You know what happens when your plants don’t have a decent root system? First time the weather’s bad, they’ve had it. Likewise the new convert who is so excited about what they’ve learned on Sunday that they go round and tell everybody all about it and try to get all their family and their workmates born again and spirit-filled by Monday lunchtime – which is sort of okay but … 

As Jesus explains, the roots haven’t gone deep enough. There isn’t the maturity, the depth of Christian character, to sustain that initial zeal. The folks round about haven’t had the chance to see the real difference the Word has made in your life over a period of time, and when you’ve been an ill-natured pain in the neck up to 5.pm on Friday, but then suddenly at 9.am Monday you want to get everyone saved, it doesn’t add up.

And so they get on your case, tell you what you can do with your born-again stuff, and – not having the root of time and maturity in the Word to handle that – you can easily get discouraged and give up. Now, sometimes God will bless that OTT enthusiasm, but more often than not there’s a wisdom in witnessing. Let the way you live your new life over a period of time, as you continue to soak in the Word regularly, make such a favourable impression on those around you that they will ask you what’s different.

Then there’s the seed that falls among thorns, and gets choked by the pressures and the stresses of everyday life. That’s a big one for today, isn’t it? I know discipline isn’t a very popular word, but it’s important in the spiritual realm. The busier our life is, the more vital it is that we don’t just find time but actually make time, quality time, to be with the Lord, because if He’s not at the absolute centre of our everyday life with us, the wheels will come off, big time. We’re all too busy NOT to spend time with God.
Get yourself a comfy and private place in the house, or in the car, and get yourself a bunch of CD’s of praise and worship music, and a modern version of the Bible with decent print size. If you find the only time you have to enjoy the presence of God is before everyone else gets up, or after everyone else goes to bed, so be it. 

You will find your time in His presence will be a time of real fruitfulness in your life, and the thorns of work pressures, family situations, financial problems etc will not get on top of you. You will get on top of them. This is a lesson being taught to you by someone who found out the hard way how difficult it is to be faithful and effective in ministry when the weeds have been allowed to run amok, and how much better life is, in every way, when – by the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ – relationship with the Father is restored and a healthy discipline of worship and the Word put back in place.

And so we arrive at the position we all want to be in – ears, eyes, minds and hearts open to receive the seed of the Word ; putting down roots deep into the soil of the Father’s love, maturing and bearing the fruit of the Spirit ; making our No.1 priority our relationship with the Lord who loves us and gives us life in all its rich abundance. 

That’s when the harvest can be confidently expected, when God’s promises are richly fulfilled in our life, when we live in the victory Christ has won for us and are effective witnesses to that victory. It may seem some ways off at the moment, but when we take the first decisive step of receiving the Good News, we are on the way to Kingdom life.    

