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“Extravagant Grace”

“Other seeds fell on good soil and brought forth grain, some a hundredfold, some sixty, some thirty.”

Given my family background, it would be easy to assume that I would have been a good farmer.  Our family
farm in Denmark has been run by a family member for fourteen generations, and my father grew up on a
farm that had none of the conveniences that we take for granted today.  Even though he moved into town
when he got married, my father still loved working in the yard and always had a large garden in the back
of our property.  I would often help my father in the garden (where we all discovered that the farming gene
was not passed down to me), including when we were preparing the garden for spring planting.  My father
was very meticulous in his approach to planting; he would turn over the soil when the ground had unfrozen
after a long winter, add fertilizer to prepare the soil, and go over the entire garden with the hand plow that
he brought from the farm in New Market.  When it was time to plant, he would lay string out in rows
divided evenly from each other; each of these ropes were knotted in the exact places where seeds or
seedlings were carefully planted in the soil.  My father was a very frugal man, so nothing was wasted; he
would supervise my attempts at planting to make certain that I did not waste a single seed or let anything
go astray.  My father’s garden was a testimony to his precise, careful nature that were hallmarks of his
entire life.

My parents were also devout Lutherans who brought me to worship every Sunday and taught me many of
the Bible stories about which I have preached as a pastor.  While I don’t know if my father had any favorite
Bible stories, one that I can assume was not one of his favorites is Jesus’ parable of the sower who
extravagantly and wastefully throws seeds all around him, with the majority of those seeds going to waste. 
I know that my father would have been horrified if I engaged in such activity in his garden, and while he has
the greatest respect for our Lord I’m sure that he quietly shook his head as he heard Jesus begin his parable
about the “sower [who] went out to sow.” (Matthew 13:3).  Jesus’ parable is set in the context of first-
century Palestine, a warm climate where fields could be planted in both the fall and the spring.  Sometimes
a field was first prepared by plowing, and at other times the seed was sown first and then plowed in.  As
is the case with many of his parables, Jesus sets his story in a situation that would have been familiar to his
audience, which in this case was a crowd that was so large that “he got into a boat and sat there, while the
whole crowd stood on the beach.” (13:2).  Jesus sits in the position of a teacher, and the crowd gathers to
hear the wisdom of the man from Nazareth who they had heard had “taught them as one having authority,
and not as their scribes.” (7:29).  In this teaching setting, “he told them many things in parables” (13:3),
teachings that begin “in the familiar world of the hearer, but then present a different vision of the world,
challenging the everyday expectations of the hearer.” (M. Eugene Boring).  Jesus invites his audience to
“Listen!” to his parable of a sower, which those who hear would have known as a common sight in their
everyday lives.  For observant Jews, they also would have recognized “sower” as a common image for God
in the Old Testament:
 

· For 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 of my mouth; it shall not return to me empty, but it shall
accomplish that which I purpose, and succeed in the thing for which I sent it.” – Isaiah 55:10-11.



The sower in Jesus’ parable seems unconcerned about the fate of the seed he casts about him, nor does
he work diligently to prepare the soil before planting.  He throws seeds on all kinds of soil, most of which
will never produce the potential that is contained in every seed.  The first set of seeds fall on the path,
which has been well-trodden and packed down so that “the birds came and ate them up.” (13:4).  A second
set of seeds falls on rocky ground that contains little fertile soil; here the seeds “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.” (13:5-6).  A third set of seeds “fell among thorns, and the thorns grew and choked them.”
(13:7).  But then there is the fourth group of seeds, the ones that fall on “good soil”; unlike the other groups
of seeds that go to waste, this group finally finds a fertile setting and conditions in which they can thrive
to their full potential; these seeds “brought forth grain, some a hundredfold, some sixty, some thirty.”
(13:8).  Jesus ends his parable with a command to his audience: “Let anyone with ears listen!” (13:9), a
command to listen to Jesus’ words as the very Word of God and to respond to them obediently, which are
the marks of true discipleship, one who seeks “to hear the word of God and to consent wholeheartedly that
it be done.” (Raymond Brown).

After the crowds have scattered, Jesus’ disciples approach him and ask, “why do you speak to them in
parables?” (13:10).  Jesus contrasts those who are described by Isaiah as people who “listen, but never
understand [and] look, but ever perceive … their ears are hard of hearing, and they have shut their eyes; so
that they may not look with their eyes and listen with their ears, and understand with their heart and turn
– and I would heal them” (13:14-15; Isaiah 6:9-10) with those who he identifies as blessed: “Blessed are
your eyes, for they see, and your ears, for they hear.” (13:16).  It is to these disciples who hear Jesus’
teaching with the “listening ears” that “you have the words of eternal life” (John 6:68) that Jesus offers his
explanation of the parable of the sower, in which the sower is now Jesus and the seed is his word – his
proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom – and the different soils represent the different kinds of responses
to his ministry:

· The seeds that “fell on the path” are those who are completely unreceptive to Christ; they hear the
word without understanding it.  Jesus may have in mind the Pharisees, who have so misunderstood
Jesus that they have accused him of being in league with the devil (“But when the Pharisees heard
it, they said, ‘It is only by Beelzebul, the ruler of the demons, that this fellow casts out the demons’”
– 12:24) and the towns that witnessed Jesus’ mighty deeds yet did not repent (“Then he began to
reproach the cities in which most of his deeds of power had been done, because they did not
repent.” 11:20).

· The seeds that fall on “rocky ground” are those who respond to Jesus’ teaching with immediate
enthusiasm but fall away when faced with tribulation or persecution.  This might point to the
crowds who initially respond positively to Jesus (“And when the demon had been cast out, the one
who had been mute spoke; and the crowds were amazed and said, ‘Never has anything like this
been seen in Israel.’” – 9:33) but whose enthusiasm will vanish during his last days in Jerusalem (“All
of them said, ‘Let him be crucified!’” – 27:22).

  

· The seeds that fall “among thorns” are those who hear the word, but worldly anxiety and the lure
of wealth choke the word and it bears no fruit.  This description recalls the warning Jesus gave his
disciples about the worries of this world (“Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what
you will eat or what you will drink, or your body, what you will wear … but strive first for the



kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well.” – 6:25, 34). 
It also points to the problem of persons like the rich young man who walks away from Jesus
because of his attachment to his “many possessions” (19:22).

· The seeds that fall on “good soil” and yield abundantly are those who are true disciples of Christ,
those who hear the word of God and understand it.  These disciples are given the assurance that
they will “bear fruit,” an image for the practical living out of one’s faithfulness to God.  Those who
respond in faithfulness to Jesus will bear an abundant harvest, fulfilling Isaiah’s prophecy that the
word of God “shall not return to me empty but shall accomplish that which I purpose, and succeed
in the thing for which I sent it.” (Isaiah 55:11).

Jesus’ parable reminds us of the conditions that are necessary for the Word of God to take root among the
disciple community and produce the abundance that it intends for God’s people.  But this agricultural image
also reminds us that this abundant blessing is dependent upon God and is not our own doing.  It is “by grace
[that] you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God – not the result
of works, so that no one may boast.” (Ephesians 2:8-9).  As soil cannot prepare itself for planting, and is
dependent upon the care and nurture of elements outside of itself if it is to produce and abundant harvest,
so becoming “good soil” is the work of God in Christ among those called to discipleship.  It is through
turning our lives over to the care and nurture of Christ that we open ourselves to the possibility of
becoming “good soil”; it is when we follow the example of Mary whose words of obedience (“Here am I,
the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.” – Luke 1:38) made it possible for her to
be the “good soil” in which our Lord Jesus Christ was nurtured and born.  It was through Isaiah’s faithful
response to the voice of the Lord asking, “whom shall I send, and who will go for us?” with “hear am I; send
me!” (Isaiah 6:8) that he becomes the prophet who will proclaim God’s Word to God’s people, including
the good news that “the people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who lived in a land
of deep darkness – on them light has shined.” (Isaiah 9:2).  It was through the Lord’s call to Saul of Tarsus
on the road to Damascus that the former enemy of the disciples of Christ becomes the one who will be
Christ’s “instrument whom I have chosen to bring my name before Gentiles and kings and before the people
of Israel” (Acts 9:15); he bears witness through his own experience that God is the one who gives the
growth and produces an abundant harvest:

· “I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the growth.  So neither the one who plants nor the one
who waters is anything, but only God who gives the growth.  The one who plants and the one who
waters have a common purpose, and each will receive wages according to the labor of each.  For
we are God’s servants, working together; you are God’s field, God’s building.” – 1 Corinthians 3:6-9.

It is through God’s grace that the liberating Word is sown abundantly upon all people, and it is through
God’s gracious, nurturing care that those who open themselves to walking obediently as children of God
are transformed into the good soil in which God produces abundance that will bless all people.  It is a
reminder that the abundance that is produced among us is not due to our own understanding or efforts but
is solely the result of God’s gracious, steadfast, never-failing love abiding among us in Jesus the faithful and
extravagant sower:

· “The main character in the parable, of course, is the sower.  The sower scatters the seed carelessly,
recklessly, seemingly wasting much of the seed on ground that holds little promise for a fruitful



harvest.  Jesus invests in disciples who look similarly unpromising.  He squanders his time with tax
collectors and sinners, with lepers, the demon-possessed, and all manner of outcasts.  Yet he
promises that his profligate sowing of the word will produce an abundant harvest.” – Elisabeth
Johnson.

Jesus’ extravagant sowing might horrify the more frugal planters among us, but this is the nature of the
grace of God that is poured out among all people.  Many upon whom God’s loving grace is bestowed will
be resistant to that blessing, but God never gives up on them.  As many who were once resistant to the
grace of God were transformed into good soil by opening themselves to God’s presence, so is there always
the possibility that what was once bad or unproductive soil may one day become the good soil in which God
may produce abundant blessings for all people, so that “when the precious seed is sown, lifegiving grace
bestow, that all whose souls the truth receive its saving power may know.” (ELW Hymn 516).

· “If there is any hope for the unproductive soil, it is that the sower keeps sowing generously,
extravagantly, even in the least promising places.  Jesus’ investment in his disciples shows that he
simple will not give up on them, in spite of their many failings.  We trust that he will not give up on
us either, but will keep working on whatever is hardened, rocky, or thorny within and among us. 
We trust in his promise to be with us to the end of the age.” – Johnson.

While some persons may look upon the sower’s extravagance as a waste of good seed, for Jesus even seeds
that fall upon the most inhospitable soil are not wasted.  It may take several seasons of sowing before one
is open to receiving the Word of Jesus that is being bestowed upon a person, but our Lord never gives up
sharing his blessings with all people, because the history of the Church is filled with the stories of people
who were initially resistant to our Lord’s invitation, but who were transformed into good soil through
Christ’s patient, persistent sowing.  It is the good news of our Lord who never gives up on us, who looks
upon everyone as a person who is beloved and who has the potential to live an abundant life that will bless
others with abundance.  It may go against the way we might nurture and plant our seeds, but it reminds
us again of the Word of God spoken through the prophet Isaiah, that “my thoughts are not your thoughts,
nor are your ways my ways, says the LORD.  For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways
higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts.” (Isaiah 55:8-9).

· “The Lord is faithful because he cannot deny himself.  This is explained well by Saint Paul in the
Second Letter to Timothy: ‘If we are unfaithful, he remains faithful, for he cannot deny himself.’ 
You can deny God, you can sin against him, but God cannot deny himself.  He remains faithful.” –
Pope Francis.

I have never been able to live up to my family’s agricultural legacy, but through the blessed, nurturing
presence of God I have been blessed to be the good soil through which God as used me as an instrument
through which the abundance of his blessings have transformed both my life and those with whom I have
shared life and love.  My we continue to give thanks and praise to our Lord of extravagant grace who freely
sows the seeds of love upon us and makes us the good soil through which we might be the people of God
who share the abundance of God’s love freely with others so that all may know the love of God in Jesus
Christ, the extravagant sower of God’s love.

Amen.


