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“Becoming Good Soil”

“But as for what was sown on good soil, this is the one who hears the word and understands it, who indeed
bears fruit and yields, in one case a hundredfold, in another sixty, and in another thirty.”

A few months ago, I was using the self-serve checkout in one of our local grocery stores when I noticed that
someone had left a packet of seeds behind.  When I brought it to the attendant, she informed me that it was a
free gift for all customers that day (it was also a promotion for a brand of breakfast cereal).  While I’m sure
many other customers were thrilled to receive this free gift, I immediately knew that the pack of seeds would
be of no use to me (other than for this sermon illustration), since I am clueless when it comes to planting any
type of flower, fruit, or vegetable plant.  Of the many traits I received from my parents, having a “green
thumb” isn’t one of them, even though my father always grew beautiful flowers and had a large and
productive vegetable garden.  Our family – and our neighbors – would enjoy the fruits of his labors for many
months; from the strawberries to the tomatoes, peppers, string beans, and cabbage that he grew, my father’s
garden produced a bountiful harvest every summer.  But that bounty only came after a lot of hard work; I
remember my father going out to the garden in the spring to turn over the soil that had hardened over the
winter, and then spreading manure and preparing the soil for planting.  He would then stretch string along
each row and carefully plant either the seeds or the young plants at the exact distance so that they wouldn’t
choke each other.  He would be out in the garden every day tending to his plants, pulling weeds, and making
certain that everything was going well until it came time to harvest his crop.  Even though I didn’t inherit either
my father’s talent or his enthusiasm for gardening, I have fond memories of the times we shared in his garden
and all of the wonderful fruits and vegetables that grew there.

My lack of gardening skills makes me somewhat hesitant to address a Biblical text like the Parable of the
Sower; so I was relieved when I read in one of my commentaries that this parable in today’s Gospel lesson is
not story that is interested in agricultural methods, but focuses on the fate of the seed that is sown in various
kinds of soil.  The Parable of the Sower “portrays the mysterious, concealed work of God, who miraculously
bring the harvest.” (M. Eugene Boring).  It is a parable that Jesus shares with the crowd that was so large that
“he got into a boat and sat there, while the whole crowd stood on the beach.” (Matthew 13:2).  Even though
they are on the shore of the Sea of Galilee, Jesus sets his parable in fields on which seed is being sown.  In the
ancient Middle East, fields could be sown in the fall or spring; sometimes the field was first prepared by
plowing, and sometimes the seed was sown first and then plowed in.  The manner in which his sower scatters
seed would not have been unusual, even though it would appear wasteful to more careful gardeners like my
father.  The sower scatters his seed freely, no seeming to care that the majority of what he sows will not take
root and produce an abundance:

· “And as he sowed, some seeds fell on the path, and the birds came and ate them up.  Other seeds fell
on rocky ground, where they did not have much soil, and they sprang up quickly, since they had no
depth of soil.  But when the sun rose, they were scorched; and since they had no root, they withered
away.  Other seeds fell among thorns, and the thorns grew up and chocked them.  Other seeds fell on
good soil and brought forth grain, some a hundredfold, some sixty, and some thirty.” – 13:4-8.

Every seed that left the sower’s hand had the potential of producing abundantly; it success or failure depended
on the condition of the soil upon which it fell.  

As Jesus’ audience listened to his parable, many of them would have recognized aspects of his teaching that
might be lost on us.  “Sowing” was a common metaphor at that time for teaching or preaching, as was



“harvest” for the eschatological ingathering and judgment when the Kingdom of God was fulfilled.  They may
also have recognized Jesus’ reference to a “hundredfold” harvest as an allusion to Genesis 26:12 (“Isaac sowed
seed in the that land, and in the same year reaped a hundredfold.  The LORD blessed him, and the man became
rich; he prospered more and more until he became very wealthy.”).  While the sower plays a minor role in the
story, Jesus offers an interpretation of the story in which he is the one who sows the seed upon all.  In
Matthew, Jesus accompanies the church throughout history (“And remember, I am with you always, to the end
of the age.” – 28:20); Jesus is himself the one who is present and active in the sowing of the Word (“The one
who sows the good seed is the Son of Man” – 13:38); Jesus is active in the disciple of the disciple community
(“Truly I tell you, whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be
loosed in heaven … For where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them.” – 18:18-20); and
Jesus will one day be the judge who separates faithful from unfaithful disciples (“The Son of Man will send his
angels, and they will collect out of his kingdom all causes of sin and all evildoers … Then the righteous will shine
like the sun of the kingdom of their father.  Let anyone with ears listen!” (13:41-43).  The Parable of the Sower
“portrays the mysterious, concealed work of God, who miraculously brings the harvest.” (Eugene Boring).

While Jesus teaches the parable to the crowd, it is only with his disciples that he shares his interpretation,
something that is rarely done with these stories.  The success or failure of the seed that is sown depends on
the conditions of those who receive it, and in turn this depends on the manner in which they “hear” the word
that is sown.  Throughout the parable, Jesus calls upon both the crowd and his disciples to “listen” and to
“hear”: “Let anyone with ears listen!” (13:9).  This is a constant refrain throughout the Synoptic Gospels, in
which Jesus calls for active listening among those who hear his teachings: 

· “Let anyone with ears to hear listen!” – Mark 4:23.
· “As he said this, he called out to them, ‘Let anyone with ears to hear listen!’” – Luke 8:8.

“Hearing” is the call to Israel that is at the heart of the shema, Judaism’s central confession of faith: “Hear, O
Israel: The LORD is our God, the LORD alone.” (Deuteronomy 6:4).  In his commissioning as a prophet, the Lord
commands Ezekiel to proclaim God’s Word no matter is those who receive it hear or refuse to hear: 

· “But when I speak with you, I will open your mouth, and you shall say to them, ‘Thus says the Lord
God’; let those who will hear, hear; and let those who refuse to hear, refuse; for they are a rebellious
house.” – Ezekiel 3:27.

In a similar fashion, the Lord warns Isaiah that the words he sows will not always find receptive soil among
those who refuse to receive God’s Word:

· “And [the LORD] said, ‘Go and say to my people: “Keep listening, but do not comprehend; keep
looking, but do not understand.”  Make the mind of this people dull, and stop their ears, and shut their
eyes, so that they may not look with their eyes, and listen with their ears, and comprehend with their
minds, and turn and be healed.’” – Isaiah 6:9-10.

In the New Testament, Paul teaches that “faith comes from what is heard, and what is heard comes through
the word of Christ.” (Romans 10:17).  He encourages his readers to “listen, I will tell you a mystery” (1
Corinthians 15:51), which is the good news of the Resurrection.  In the message that he shares to the seven
churches that are the original recipients of the book of Revelation, John of Patmos encourages the faithful to
“listen to what the Spirit is saying to the churches.” (Revelation 2:7).  

· “’Let anyone with ears to hear, listen’ is not an empty ritual refrain but an urgent encouragement that
listeners need to listen with more than their ears with spiritual apprehension.  It calls for holistic
listening.  Hearers have a responsibility to be willing to live in new ways.  It involves an intensity of



response that casual notice may miss to its peril.  Hearing words and not putting them into practice is
like a foolish man who built his house upon sand (Matthew 7:26) … Hearing opens up a dimension of
responsibility that echoes in the early church and complements the accountabilities of the preacher.” –
Michael J. Quicke.

It is the manner in which one “hears” the Word that Jesus sows that makes the difference as to whether it
takes root and bears fruit.  In the first three cases, the failure to receive the Word is a failure of understanding,
not of hearing.  “Understanding” (syniemi) in the Greek translation of the Old Testament (the Septuagint) is
native only to God and hence is a gift for which one must pray:

· “Give you servant therefore an understanding mind to govern your people, able to discern between
good and evil; for who can govern this your great people?” – 1 Kings 3:9.

· “Give me understanding, that I may keep your law and observe it with my whole heart.” – Psalm
119:34.

Understanding is a characteristic of a good disciple, a divine gift that prepares one to be the “good soil” that
yields the fruits that Jesus intends when he sows his seed among his people. As soil cannot prepare itself for
planting but relies on a faithful gardener to make it ready to receive what is sown upon it, neither can disciples
of Jesus prepare themselves so that they can receive the Word that Christ sows with understanding.  After
telling several more parables in this chapter, Jesus asks his disciples, “have you understood all this?” (13:51). 
Even though they answer “yes,” subsequent events in Matthew’s Gospel will reveal how little they truly do
understand, how they remain the soil that is unprepared to receive the Word of God that is sown upon it.

· “[Jesus said to Peter], Get behind me, Satan!  You are a stumbling block to me; for you are setting your
mind not on divine things but on human things.” – 16:23.

· “But Jesus answered, ‘You do not know what you are asking.  Are you able to drink the cup that I am
about to drink?” – 20:22.

As soil cannot prepare itself to receive what is sown upon it and to produce an abundant harvest, we also
believe that “by my own understanding or strength I cannot believe in Jesus Christ my Lord or come to him”
(Small Catechism).  As the Word of God is sown freely and abundantly upon us through the one who is “the
Word that became flesh and lived among us … full of grace and truth” (John 1:14), so is the Holy Spirit the gift
of God that prepares us to receive God’s Word, the power and presence of God to opens our eyes, our ears,
our hearts and our minds so that we can receive God’s Word with understanding, so that it may take root and
produce the harvest that God desires.  It is the Holy Spirit (the Paraclete, the “Advocate” or “Comforter”) that
is the promised gift of Jesus to his disciples so that they may receive the gift of understanding and in turn be
empowered to bear fruit that will be a blessing to others:

· “And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Advocate, to be with you forever.  This is the
Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it neither sees him nor knows him.  You know
him, because he abides with you, and he will be in you.” – John 14:16-17.

Through the gift of the Holy Spirit, we are blessed with a Comforter “who makes a sad heart glad and joyful
toward God and tells you to be of good cheer for your sins are forgiven, death is slain, heaven is open, and God
smiles upon you.” (Martin Luther).  We can only become “good soil” through the empowerment of the Holy
Spirit; let to our own devices, there is no possibility for the seed of God’s Word to take root and produce what
God intends.

· “Neither you nor I could ever know anything about Christ, or believe in him and receive him as Lord,
unless these were offered to us and bestowed on our hearts through the preaching of the gospel by



the Holy Spirit … In order that this treasure might not remain buried but be put to use and enjoyed,
God has caused the Word to be published and proclaimed, in which he has given the Holy Spirit to
offer and apply to us this treasure, this redemption.  Therefore being made holy is nothing else than
bringing us to the Lord Christ to receive this blessing, to which we could not have come by ourselves.”
– Large Catechism.

When we are prepared by the Holy Spirit to receive the Word that Christ sows upon us, we have the assurance
that God will accomplish that for which the seed is intended.  God’s Word spoken through the prophet Isaiah
promises that “as the rain and the snow come down from heaven, and do not return there until they have
watered the earth, making it bring forth and sprout, giving seed to the sower and bread to the eater, so shall
my word be that goes out from my mouth; it shall not return to be empty, but it shall accomplish that which I
purpose, and succeed in the thing for which I sent it.” (Isaiah 55:10-11).  As we have the assurance that we are
God’s children through our baptism into Christ’s death and resurrection, we also have the confidence that we
have been blessed with the gift of the Holy Spirit which prepares us to receive God’s Word and bear fruits as
disciples of Christ: “the spirit of wisdom and understanding, the spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of
knowledge and the fear of the Lord, the spirit of joy in your presence, both now and forever.” (ELW Holy
Baptism; Isaiah 11:2).  

Raymond Brown, a great Roman Catholic Biblical scholar, once defined discipleship as “one who hears the
Word of God and does it.”  Hearing is necessary for discipleship, because it is the Word of God that is the
means through which the Church is guided and empowered for its mission.  Being faithful hearers of God’s
Word is at the heart of our observance of the Sabbath, which for us means that “we are to fear and love God,
so that we do not despise preaching or God’s Word, but instead keep that word holy and gladly hear and learn
it.” (Small Catechism).  But we also need to recognize that we cannot “hear” this Word by ourselves, for apart
from the Holy Spirit preparing us to become the good soil that is open to the Word being implanted in us we
are as hard and hostile as solid earth or a weed-choked garden.  As we come into God’s presence so that God’s
Word might be sown among us, we pray that the Holy Spirit might bless us to be the good soil that will produce
what God intends for us as God’s holy people:

· “God of grace, you have given us minds to know you, hearts to love you, and voices to sing your praise. 
Fill us with your Spirit, that we may celebrate your glory and worship you in spirit and truth, through
Jesus Christ, our Saviour and Lord.  Amen.”

The soil in my father’s garden produced a bountiful harvest because it had been prepared to receive the seeds
that my father planted and nurtured.  We know that our Lord is extravagant in showing the seeds of his Holy
Word upon us, and “he promises that his profligate sowing of the word will produce an abundant harvest.”
(Elizabeth Johnson).  Our call is to be faithful disciples who open ourselves to the blessings of the Holy Spirit
that will prepare our minds and our hears to become the good soil that will receive the Word that Christ
showers upon us and to bear the good fruits of righteousness that will bless us and all people in fulfillment of
our Lord’s will for Christ’s church and for all humanity.

· “Lord, let my heart be good soil, open to the seed of your word … where love can grow and peace is
understood.  When my heart is hard, bread the stone away.  When my heart is cold, warm it with the
day.  When my heart is lost, lead me on your way.  Lord, let my heart be good soil.” – Handt Hansen.

Amen.


