Got Ears? 12-5-04

Matthew 13:1-9, 18-23 (NIV)

1 That same day Jesus went out of the house and sat by the lake. 2 Such large crowds gathered around him that he got into a boat and sat in it, while all the people stood on the shore. 3 Then he told them many things in parables, saying: "A farmer went out to sow his seed. 4 As he was scattering the seed, some fell along the path, and the birds came and ate it up. 5 Some fell on rocky places, where it did not have much soil. It sprang up quickly, because the soil was shallow. 6 But when the sun came up, the plants were scorched, and they withered because they had no root. 7 Other seed fell among thorns, which grew up and choked the plants. 8 Still other seed fell on good soil, where it produced a crop--a hundred, sixty or thirty times what was sown. 9 He who has ears, let him hear."

18 "Listen then to what the parable of the sower means: 19 When anyone hears the message about the kingdom and does not understand it, the evil one comes and snatches away what was sown in his heart. This is the seed sown along the path. 20 The one who received the seed that fell on rocky places is the man who hears the word and at once receives it with joy. 21 But since he has no root, he lasts only a short time. When trouble or persecution comes because of the word, he quickly falls away. 22 The one who received the seed that fell among the thorns is the man who hears the word, but the worries of this life and the deceitfulness of wealth choke it, making it unfruitful. 23 But the one who received the seed that fell on good soil is the man who hears the word and understands it. He produces a crop, yielding a hundred, sixty or thirty times what was sown." 
Today, we are going to look at one of the most memorable and quoted parables of Jesus. It probably took place at the Bay of Parables on the Northern shore of Galilee. From Matthew’s description, you can picture the setting.
1That same day Jesus went out of the house and sat by the lake. 2Such large crowds gathered around him that he got into a boat and sat in it, while all the people stood on the shore.
The crowds pressed Jesus to the water’s edge, and Jesus climbed in Peter’s boat to have some space. Acoustically it was a perfect place to speak from. Have you ever been on a calm lake and heard a normal conversation from hundreds of yards away? This was the perfect natural setting for all ears to hear. The parable was given to a crowd that was mostly Jewish. By this time, many of them followed Jesus from place to place. Jesus is going to give them, and all generations that followed, including ours, a very powerful warning of the consequences of the conditions we allow within our hearts. (Proverbs 4:23
)

One of the wonderful things about Jesus’ parables is that everyone can relate. He uses things that they see in daily life. We are no longer an agrarian society, so it is a little harder for us to get the full impact. Our high tech farming methods have removed us somewhat from this story, but most of us have a basic knowledge of what is going on. I sowed some wheat while I lived in Japan, so I have a little first hand experience. Some of us saw the wheat sown alongside the new highway to Cottonwood. I do not know if you took a close look or not, but if you did, you could see all the things that Jesus talked about in this parable.

Jesus began the parable by speaking of the farmer.
3Then he told them many things in parables, saying: "A farmer went out to sow his seed.
This seems to have been the first of many parables. It is important for us to note that parables are not meant to tell the details of doctrine but to paint a picture that makes a point. One of the problems we run into is trying to interpret and apply too many of the details. Fortunately for us, this parable is explained by Jesus. It will give us a guideline in interpreting other parables. The Gospel of Mark tells us, “The farmer sows the word.”  Mark 4:14 (NIV) In this case, “word” is logos. It most likely refers to the Scriptures, but it can be a testimony, or an utterance that is from the Spirit of God.
Are you a farmer? I am increasingly aware how I need to sow the word in casual conversations with people I meet. It does not necessarily mean to quote Scripture, but it certainly may mean that. The Word of God is powerful. I think a lack of respect for the authority and power of God’s word has crept into much of the church. We fail to see it as divine revelation that has the power to transform lives. Jesus regularly quoted Scripture to answer and teach. When the Apostles preached, they quoted the Word. Paul told Timothy to preach the Word! (2 Timothy 4:2
) The author of Hebrews tells us the Word of God is alive and powerful. (Hebrews 4:12
) We all need to be ready to sow the seed at every chance God gives us. Budde and Jon have developed some cards you can give out that sow seeds of Biblical thoughts into people’s lives. They would be glad to share them with you. You can sow in printed form or speak out as you have opportunity. We need more sowers. People need the Word of God. (Hebrews 1:3
) It is God’s power to save. (Romans 1:16
)

Imagine this scenario. An acquaintance is having a conversation about their life and they say something like, “I just don’t know what I’m going to do in the future.” What a great chance to tell them that Jesus’ brother James wrote, “Why, you do not even know what will happen tomorrow. What is your life? You are a mist that appears for a little while and then vanishes.”  James 4:14 (NIV) That simple but powerful Scripture might lead to the next step of sharing how you found the meaning of life, or another quote, this time from John the Baptist, “He that believes on the Son has life.” John 3:36a God will give you opportunities. You just need to be prepared to sow the seed of the Word in your answers and questions. Questions can be as powerful as statements. Questions like, “What do you think Jesus meant when He said, ‘I am the light of the world?’” There is a seed sown as a question. Sow the Word!

When we sow the word, Jesus describes four different responses we will get. We need to apply His message to ourselves as well. (James 1:22
) How do we respond when we hear the word? I am sowing the word into your life this morning. Your reaction to what I share with you from the Word will always fall into one of these four categories.

The first is the seed on the path.
4As he was scattering the seed, some fell along the path, and the birds came and ate it up.
This soil is different from the others in that it never allows the word to have a chance. Did you notice all the ravens along the highway eating up the wheat when it was sown? Jesus tells us why in His explanation.
19 When anyone hears the message about the kingdom and does not understand it, the evil one comes and snatches away what was sown in his heart. This is the seed sown along the path.
Notice that in Matthew’s version, Jesus calls the word “the message about the kingdom”. The message of the kingdom is about receiving Christ as king and living under His reign. The problem with this seed is that the hearer does not understand it. It is my challenge as I preach and your challenge when you share. We must make it understandable. If it is not understandable, the evil one comes and snatches it away from the heart. (John 8:43
) They may have been mulling it over in their heart, but because they did not understand it, it never had a chance to produce. That is not their fault; it may be ours for not making it clearer. That can happen because of a lack of communication, religious language, or any number of reasons. When you share the Word, make it clear and give examples.

The ring that Carl Scarlata created is a wonderful illustration. You can use it as a picture so the message is understandable. Your testimony can be an illustration. Keep the enemy from stealing it away by making the message comprehendible.

Moving on to the second soil type we read,
5 Some fell on rocky places, where it did not have much soil. It sprang up quickly, because the soil was shallow.
20 The one who received the seed that fell on rocky places is the man who hears the word and at once receives it with joy. 21 But since he has no root, he lasts only a short time. When trouble or persecution comes because of the word, he quickly falls away.
These people receive the word. Unlike the ones on the path, they understand the message. At the Slide Rock Orchard, some trees are planted over a slab of rock. That rock is four or five feet underground, but it extends quite a distance. Those trees produce little or nothing. They did fine for a while, but they stagnated and produce little or no fruit. (John 15:2
)

Some of the people that hear the word are excited, eager to share with their friends, but they do not last long. Their roots have not grown deep. They were overflowing with joy at first, but when people ridiculed them and parted ways, they became discouraged. (Proverbs 12:12
) They found that sowing the word often means facing opposition and even animosity, so they backed off. (2 Timothy 3:12
) The NIV translation is unfortunate, “fall away”. In this case the KJV is closer, “offended”. The word is skandalizo and comes from the word meaning the trigger of a trap. They have stepped on someone’s toes, which resulted in an attack, and they do not want to face that anymore. They do not “fall away”, but they are offended to the point they will not try that again. They do not bear fruit. They do not advance the kingdom.

Do you find yourself in that place? The good news is that you do not have to stay there! You are receiving the seed again as I speak this morning. You decide whether you will receive it and if you will let the roots go deep. It is your choice. (Deuteronomy 30:19-20
)

Group number three,
7Other seed fell among thorns, which grew up and choked the plants. Again, Jesus explains,
22The one who received the seed that fell among the thorns is the man who hears the word, but the worries of this life and the deceitfulness of wealth choke it, making it unfruitful.
In this case also, the word has been received and understood. However, when it is grown up, the worries of life and the deceitfulness of wealth choke it, and it is unfruitful. (Matthew 6:24-25
) Both the rocky soil and the weedy soil took in the seed and grew a stalk. Both of these groups of people received the word. Jesus is telling us that receiving the word is not enough. The word needs to bear fruit if it is to advance the Kingdom of God.
In this case, two kinds of weeds choked the plant that was produced by the seed. The plant is your life in Christ, the visible manifestation of the seed in your heart. The first kind of weed is worries of this life. Am I going to be able to pay the rent? Does so-and-so forgive me or are they still mad? Does my spouse still love me? Am I going to be able to afford my property taxes? Is this bump cancer? Life is filled with things you could worry about. (Philippians 4:6
) You have heard me say before that 90% of our worries never come to pass, and the 10% that do are not changed by worrying about them. So why do we worry? Worry declares a lack of faith in God as our Father. Worry says that He is not Sovereign over all things. It doubts His ability to see us through whatever may be allowed to come our way. (Joshua 4:24
) Worry takes you from productivity and puts your life in a tailspin.

Worry will increase your blood pressure, eat at the lining of your stomach, and shorten your life, not to mention making it fruitless for the Kingdom of God. What we need to do is take our worries to the King of the Kingdom. He is the great Psychotherapist. A good psychotherapist will have you transfer your anxieties to them. Jesus can, not only do that, but He can assure you that He can deal with them all. Our problem is we will not take time for an appointment. In addition, because He is so gracious as to make it free so that all can come, we do not value His service as we should. It does not matter what you are worrying over, I guarantee you that if you take it to God in prayer and wait for His answer you will feel better about it. I can guarantee you that it will make you more fruitful for the Kingdom as well.

The other weed is the deceitfulness of wealth. Wealth is deceitful. It promises things it will never deliver. When we think of winning the lottery or coming into an inheritance or being a big business success, we often associate those thoughts with security, happiness, joy, and even a life of meaning. I have known extremely wealthy people that had none of those benefits. Most thought they needed to be just a little wealthier if they were to attain the satisfaction that is only found in the Lord. (Ecclesiastes 5:10
) That is why wealth is deceitful. Proverbs declares that if you trust in riches you will fall. (Proverbs 11:28
) In Paul’s letter to Timothy, he warned that we should not hope in uncertain riches, and went on to tell us that real enjoyment comes from the Lord. (1 Timothy 6:17
)

When wealth becomes our idea of the path to enjoyment and fulfillment, the Word of God cannot bear fruit in our lives. That is why Jesus said that it is hard for the rich to enter the Kingdom of heaven. (Luke 18:25
) There is nothing wrong with wealth when it is kept in its proper place. It is not the wealth that is the weed. It is the deceitfulness of wealth. If God has blessed you with wealth, do not be deceived by the empty promises your heart might see in it. It is our heart that deceives us.

Three kinds of soil have been presented. The first had no chance because it was not understood. The second did not have enough root to endure the harsh conditions it found itself in. The third grew only to be choked out by worries and the deceit of riches. Finally, we come to the good soil. This should be the condition of our hearts every time we hear the Word, whether on Sunday morning, in our devotions or from the lips of a friend in Christ.

8Still other seed fell on good soil, where it produced a crop--a hundred, sixty or thirty times what was sown.
23But the one who received the seed that fell on good soil is the man who hears the word and understands it. He produces a crop, yielding a hundred, sixty or thirty times what was sown."
If the message is understandable and you have a desire to understand, and if your heart is not shallow but willing to face difficulty, willing to cast your cares on Jesus,
(1 Peter 5:7
) and if you don’t allow the deceitfulness of riches to rob you, then the word will produce results. You can prepare the soil of your heart by plowing up your heart. God told Israel, through the prophet Hosea, that it was time for them to break up the unplowed ground of their hearts and seek the Lord until He showered righteousness upon them. (Hosea 10:12
) You can do that with prayer and repentance. Spend the time with God in prayer until the Holy Spirit directs you to substantial changes in your life. Some people produce more fruit than others do, but whatever amount you produce advances the Kingdom of God. Your life has meaning. It produces more seed. Your testimony can be planted. Your example is always being sown. (Isaiah 55:10-11
)
9 He who has ears, let him hear." … The milk commercials used to say, “Got milk?” Jesus was asking, “Got ears? Can you hear what I am trying to tell you?” We are all in one of these categories if not all of them at different times in our life. The question is, where am I today? I cannot change yesterday. I do not know what tomorrow holds, but I can look at my heart right now. (James 4:14-15
) Do I really want my life to matter for the Kingdom of God? Do I really want to produce results that are lasting, or am I too shallow? Did I at first react with a lot of joy and excitement only to become offended and tone it down? Did the worries of life and the lying promises of wealth choke out the possibility of a life that matters? Where am I today? What will I choose to be my reaction to Jesus’ word today?

It is a matter of our will. If I have understood the message, then will I have a heart to live it? Will I see the undeniable truth in Jesus’ words and accept them? If I choose to, I will accept the word that is shared. I will allow the roots to grow deep into my convictions. No rocks will be allowed to impede the growth of those roots into my heart. No hard resistance will come against the truths of the Word. As I grow in Christ, I will not allow worries to entangle me. I will keep casting my cares upon the Lord. I will refuse to be choked by the lies of riches. Instead, I will keep my finances in their proper place, at God’s disposal. I will see Christ as my provision and security. All my need is met in Him.

If we will continue to walk in that humility, we will have provided deep rich soil for the Kingdom of God to grow in our hearts. We will bear fruit by God’s grace. Depending on the call of God and His gifting to us, we will bear 30 to 100 times what was sown into our lives. Then we become farmers and sow for the next generation. God’s truth is marching on. Got ears?
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