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THE SOWER, THE SEED, AND THE SOIL 
Becky Douglass (Ezekiel 36:24-28; Matthew 13:1-23) 

Last week we started a new series about living in the Kingdom. We took some time to explore the 

meaning of the Kingdom and saw that, at its most basic, the Kingdom is the reign of God in our lives 

and in this world. One of the most powerful ways that Jesus talked about the Kingdom was through 

stories, or parables, as the Bible calls them. These are stories that use everyday objects and 

situations to help us understand spiritual realities.  

But why did Jesus use parables in His teaching? Sometimes they seem straightforward, but other 

times they are puzzling. The parable we will look at today will help us answer this question because 

it is essentially a parable about parables! And like most parables, some things will be very clear, 

and others may cause us to think a bit. As we have been doing in the Grace Groups, we want to 

start by considering what the original hearers of the parable would have thought when they heard it. 

Once we have understood the original way Jesus used the parable, we can better translate that 

understanding to our lives today.  

The Sower 

The passage we looked at last week described Jesus’ ministry in this way: 

Jesus travelled throughout the region of Galilee, teaching in the synagogues and announcing 

the Good News about the Kingdom. And he healed every kind of disease and illness. 

(Matthew 4:23) 

In terms of the parable, Jesus is a Sower “scattering the seed” of the Good News of the Kingdom 

throughout Galilee. Matthew doesn’t use the general word “farmer” despite how the NIV has 

translated it. By using ‘sower’, he focuses attention on the sowing and its reception rather than on 

the general work of farming. Parables often focus on just one aspect of a situation and we shouldn’t 

try to flesh out the story too much. While there is often more than one point to be learned, not every 

aspect of the story has theological significance.  

In the chapters between Matthew’s initial summary of Jesus’ ministry and our passage today, we 

are shown how Jesus goes about this ministry. Chapters 5-7 are the Sermon on the Mount which is 

a representative sample of Jesus’ teaching. In it, Jesus challenges the Jewish ethics of the day and 
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encourages His hearers to think more deeply about the heart-change which God desires. This is 

followed, in Chapters 8-9, with a focus on the power of the Kingdom as seen in Jesus’ miracles. 

Then Jesus sends out His disciples to spread His work further in chapter 10. By the end of Chapter 

10, few people in Galilee wouldn’t have heard of Jesus and some of what He was saying and doing. 

Jesus’ popularity is growing, and large crowds now follow Him everywhere He goes.  

But with this popularity also comes a growing opposition to Him and His message. The Jewish 

religious leaders lead this opposition, but by the end of chapter 12, we see that even His family are 

questioning what He is doing. The Sower has been scattering the seed of the message of the 

Kingdom, but not everyone has been positively receptive to it. This brings about a turning point in 

Jesus’ ministry. He has been telling people about the Kingdom, but now He will begin to challenge 

people to decide how they will respond to His message. This is the focus of our parable. 

The Seed 

The seed is the message of the Kingdom which we looked at last week. 

“Repent of your sins and turn to God …” (Matthew 4:17) 

When I was thinking about the two-fold nature of this message, I thought of two well-known hymns. 

The negative message of the Kingdom is that we must repent found in Billy Graham’s altar call 

song, ‘Just as I am”. This song acknowledges that we are not OK, that we need to change, and we 

need help to do this. It is a cry for help that God promises never to leave unanswered. Our problem 

is no problem for God, for He provided for our salvation through the death and resurrection of His 

Son. The positive side of the message of the Kingdom is to turn to God and “Trust and Obey”. Have 

faith in His salvation and in His love and care for us and walk in newness of life as He enables us to 

live righteously according to His will. 

Now, we must remember that when Jesus was sharing this message around Galilee, it was before 

He had completed our salvation. His message was based on the Old Testament, but even there are 

clear messages for our need to turn away from our sin and turn back to God. 

The Soil – Part One 

The first soil on which the seed lands is a path, a walkway of compacted soil. The seed can’t settle 

in, so it sits on the surface and is easy pickings for the birds. In Jesus’ circumstances, the path 

represents the Jewish religious leaders who were very antagonistic to Jesus. They didn’t even 

consider that Jesus might be sharing God’s message. They immediately rejected His words and 

deeds. Not only do they reject Jesus’ message, but Jesus’ explanation asserts that “the evil one” or 

Satan comes and takes away what they have been given – and God allows this to happen. The 

message of the Kingdom makes no impact on them whatsoever. 

The second soil is a little more positive, but only temporarily. Because there is some loose soil, the 

seed can germinate. The rocks may enable the soil to retain more moisture as it doesn’t drain away, 

thus encouraging germination. However, the minute the sun comes out, the shallow soil quickly 

dries out, and the fragile plant withers and dies. This represents the response of some of the crowds 

who followed Jesus. They like the sound of the message of the Kingdom and are impressed with 

the power Jesus displays through His miracles. They are swept along by the excited crowds and 

join in without much thought. However, as opposition also increases, the shallowness of their 

commitment is revealed. They aren’t committed to Jesus’ message; they were just along for the 

excitement. In the end, they walk away from Him at the first sign of difficulty. 
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A Parenthesis (v 10-17) 

At this point, I think it would be helpful to take a break from the description of the soils and look at 

what Jesus has to say about why He uses parables because I think this will explain a bit more about 

the responses of these first two soils.  

Jesus summarises the situation of these people: 

Though seeing, they do not see; though hearing, they do not hear or understand. (v.13) 

What is happening? It isn’t that their eyes and ears don’t work! Their problem is that they don’t allow 

what they hear and see to penetrate their heart and change their life. It stays on the surface – and 

rolls off them. They have Teflon-coated hearts! Jesus explains why this happens in the verses just 

before this one.  

Because the knowledge (or understanding) of the secrets of the kingdom of heaven has been 

given to you (my followers), but not to them (soils #1&2). Whoever has (a heart open to the 

kingdom) will be given more (understanding) and they will have an abundance. Whoever does 

not have (a heart open to the kingdom) even what (understanding) they have will be taken 

from them. (v. 11,12) 

I think the extra words make this a little easier to understand, and they reflect the interpretations I 

read in my study of these verses. There are a couple of things we should notice. Two important 

words here are GIVEN and TAKEN. These are things not done by us but by someone else. God 

gives understanding and allows Satan to take away understanding. We are passive in that sense. 

However, we do have some control over the receptiveness of our heart. This is shown clearly in the 

quote from Isaiah. 

For this people’s heart has become calloused; they hardly hear with their ears, and they have 

closed their eyes. (v. 15) 

Hearts become calloused from a repeated choice to turn away from God; ears have trouble hearing 

when there is a choice to listen to the loud cry of sin instead; and there is a definite choice to close 

eyes to the truth. These are things we choose to do, with the result that any understanding we might 

have is taken away. The parable says that “the evil one” takes it away, but we know that this cannot 

happen unless God allows it to happen. As I read this, I am reminded of Romans 1, where we are 

told that when people deliberately and repeatedly choose to turn their back on God, He eventually 

gives them over to their choice and the consequences of their sin. A sobering picture indeed. 

So, we have seen in Jesus’ explanation that there is an intertwining of God’s action and man’s 

receptiveness – God’s sovereignty and man’s free will. Any effort to emphasise one over the other 

does not do justice to God and His ways of working with us. I know that we’d like to untangle these 

two so that we understand them better, but I believe this is one of those areas where we must admit 

the finite limitations of our minds and trust that God knows what He’s doing and that it is fair and 

good. 

This section ends, however, on a positive note. 

But blessed are your eyes because they see, and your ears because they hear. (v.16) 
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Notice that this doesn’t praise people for receiving the message of the Kingdom, but rather God who 

blesses through His gracious giving to us. Those who choose to follow Him are blessed beyond all 

we deserve. 

The Soil – Part Two 

So, now let’s go back to the descriptions of the different types of soil or the different types of 

responses to Jesus’ message of the Kingdom. Here we move into more positive territory!  

The third type of soil is the one that is infested with weeds or thorns. All gardeners know about this 

kind of soil – we had to deal with a lot of it at the Manse a week ago! Often this is ground that has 

been left untended for a while. There may be good plans in there, but the weeds, which are always 

much more vigorous, have starved them of water and nutrients so that they are struggling to stay 

alive and have no strength for producing fruit. However, the good news is that they are not dead! 

This soil represented some of the crowd which had gratefully and sincerely received the message of 

the Kingdom. It had gone deep into their heart and begun to transform their lives. However, once 

the first flush of excitement wore off, other things pressed in and demanded attention, pushing the 

message of the Kingdom to the side. It was no longer the shaping force in their lives, so they 

showed no fruit – in either Godly character (fruit of the Spirit) or in ministry effectiveness (fruit of the 

Gospel). Jesus particularly mentions the “deceitfulness of wealth” as a culprit in this process. I think 

we all know how money matters can full our minds and shape our lives so that there is room for little 

else. 

The final soil is the ideal soil. Seeds planted here grow and thrive and produce huge crops. The 

report of the yield is far above what would normally be expected! This soil represents Jesus’s 

devoted followers – the disciples and all who whole-heartedly supported Him. They are totally 

committed to Him and His message and have given all to follow Him. This has resulted in a radical 

change in their lives, and the fruit of this is becoming evident. Here the analogy has some 

limitations. Plants don’t choose to cooperate with the growing process; they just do what comes 

naturally, which is not the case with humans. As we saw earlier, God enables us to bear fruit, but we 

must be open to His work in our lives. 

To summarise, Jesus told this parable to explain to His disciples, and anyone who had ears to hear, 

why there were different responses to Him and His message. What determined their response was 

the condition of their hearts – whether or not their hearts were open to the Kingdom. As opposition 

to Jesus increased, the time had arrived in His ministry when He needed to push people to make a 

choice. They needed to either accept the message of the Kingdom and allow God to change them 

(the good soil) or reject the message and oppose Him (the hardened soil of the path). The message 

of the parables was not always readily apparent. They required deeper thought and the revelatory 

work of God to understand. This would only occur for people with open hearts. To those whose 

hearts were closed, the parables would strengthen their rejection of Jesus, revealing the real state 

of their heart. 

But how does this apply to our lives today? I think there are two main things for us to think about. 

Firstly, just as Jesus sent out His disciples to spread the message of the Kingdom in His day, He 

also sends us out to “sow the seed” of the message of the Kingdom in our world. Just before He 

went back to heaven, He told His disciples to “go and make disciples of all nations” (Matthew 

28:19). We are now the “Sowers”. The Grace Group passage for this week looks at another parable 

about sowing which will add some more understanding to this area. And as we sow the message of 

the Kingdom, like Jesus, we will encounter many different responses.  
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A few years ago (before the pandemic!) I was discouraged about my SRE teaching. It just didn’t feel 

like it was making any difference in the lives of the children in our classes. God used this parable to 

encourage me to keep going. I was particularly struck by the generosity of the Sower in 

broadcasting the seed – even on ground that might be unproductive. The Sower wasn’t worried 

about wasting seed but wanted to give the opportunity for response to all. That is what I need to 

keep in mind each time I go into the school. Only God knows what is going on in the heart of the 

children and teachers I encountered. Our responsibility is to be generous in spreading the true 

message of the Kingdom. We must not water it down to make it comfortable for people, for then it 

will not be able to do its transformative work in people’s lives. Let’s ask God to show each of us how 

we can be better “Sowers” of His Word in the contexts where we live and work every day. 

Secondly, I believe that soils CAN change. Hard soil can become soft and productive, weed-

infested ground can be cleared. The passage in Ezekiel proclaims this: 

I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart of 

stone and give you a heart of flesh. And I will put my Spirit in you and move you to follow my 

decrees and be careful to keep my laws. (Ezekiel 36:26,27) 

But sometimes, this change will take time and hard work. This takes God’s power, for He is the 

gardener, the only one who can change the soil of our hearts – and even give us the desire for this 

to happen. But it also requires our willingness to acknowledge our need and allow Him to work. He 

will not force Himself on us. Although some of us have had the plant of God’s Kingdom growing in 

our lives for many years and have produced much fruit over those years, I believe that ALL of us 

need regular “weeding” to become and stay fruitful. Satan is always looking for new “weeds” to sow 

in our hearts, and they will not go away without regular attention. We need to continually ask God to 

be at work in our lives, transforming our rocky, weedy hearts into soft and friable soil for the growth 

of His Kingdom. This is His desire, and He delights to answer these prayers because He knows that 

this is what is the very best for us.  

 


