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Pentecost 5A 2017 
Matthew 13:1-9, 18-23 

 

Planting the Seed, and Being the Soil  

 

We are gathered in the name of Jesus. Amen. 

 

Jesus’ parables are stories with meaning. That meaning is not always agreed upon by everyone 

who interprets them. We have two parts of our gospel today: the story, and then Jesus’ 

explanation. The story is explained as an allegory. That means it is symbolic; everything stands 

for something else. The sower is God, the seed is the word, the birds who eat up the seeds are 

the evil one, and the thorns are the cares of the world and the lure of wealth.  

 

But you know, it doesn’t have to be that complicated. We can ask, what really happens in this 

story? What is Jesus trying to say? This was a story about a farmer. Many of the people of Jesus’ 

time were farmers, and the story had a simple meaning for them because it reflected their 

experience. But we are not farmers – so our question is, what does it mean for us today? 

 

“A sower went out to sow.” 

 

That’s how Jesus begins this story that is known as the Parable of the Sower. It could also be 

called the Parable of the Four Soils. And maybe the Parable of the Miraculous Yield. Is it a story 
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about the farmer who sows the seed, about the soil the seed falls on, or about the amazing 

yield of those seeds? We don’t have to decide which road to take. We don’t have to limit the 

story. We can follow all three pathways. 

 

First, let’s look at it as the Parable of the Sower. A farmer goes out to plant some seeds. But he 

doesn’t prepare the soil and then go down the furrows, distributing the seeds carefully. No, he 

scatters them everywhere! He just throws them around! What can Jesus possibly mean by 

making his farmer scatter seeds in places where there isn’t much hope for them to grow – on a 

well-worn path where birds can eat them, on rocky ground where it seems impossible for them 

to take root, or in thorns that won’t allow the little plants to grow up? Isn’t Jesus’ farmer 

awfully wasteful? 

 

This seems to be a very foolish farmer! The sensible place to plant your seeds is in rich, carefully 

prepared soil. Any gardener knows that. And that goes for churches too, doesn’t it? When a 

new church is being started or a church is being redeveloped, it makes sense to look for new 

members where the odds seem good – where the people are receptive and it seems there’s a 

good chance they will come. Design your message so it appeals to the people in that 

demographic, and reach out to those who show promise and motivation. Then there is a 

greater chance of success. Right? That’s just good business! 

 

Well, it seems that the sower in this story is not really a good businessperson. He seems willing 

to just fling that seed anywhere. What can he be thinking? What can Jesus be thinking when he 
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tells this story? Does it tell us something about God? Does it tell us something about the 

gospel? Maybe the gospel is bigger than just good business, bigger than just meant for soil 

that’s rich and ready. Jesus’ sower throws the seed not just on good soil, but also on the rocky, 

barren, broken places, as if to say that disciples can grow up anywhere. Not just in the best 

places, but also in the worst places. That’s where the seed of the good news of Jesus has to go – 

everywhere. 

 

So I think this Parable of the Sower is about God, who sows love and grace and faith, throwing 

these things indiscriminately around as if all the soil were good soil, as if all of us were ready to 

receive them. God makes that love and grace and faith available to everyone. And who can 

predict where the seed will grow? It may grow up green and full in those places where we 

never thought God would go. But who knows? 

 

So what is this seed anyway? The interpretation in the gospel says the seed is the “word of the 

kingdom.” Now what does that mean? What is that “word”? This is never explained. To me the 

it’s the good news about Jesus; and the good news about Jesus is that he brings us life- rich, 

abundant life, here and now – and hope for eternity. The word of the kingdom is a message of 

life and hope – for everyone. And you and I have that seed of that knowledge about Jesus in us 

– the knowledge that he is here with us, walking with us, knowing us, and loving us. We know 

that. We know it because God has planted it in our hearts.  
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So the parable of the sower is about God – but it is also about us. God is the sower. But as 

Jesus’ disciples, we have sowing to do too. What are we going to do with that seed God has put 

in our hearts? Do we hold onto it like a good secret? What good is a seed if it’s never planted? 

Do we share it with people we know who already believe what we believe? Or do we reach out 

with the seed of Jesus’ life to other places, unknown places – not necessarily trying to convert 

people, which may not be welcomed or successful – but sharing Jesus in whatever way we can, 

in how we live? 

 

The parable can be about us as a church and us as individuals. We can be intentional about 

being evangelists. Who knows where the seed will take root? Only God knows. The sprouting of 

that seed can be initiated by us, through what we do and what we say, but the faith that grows 

out of that seed is a gift. It is grace. We are exhorted to turn ourselves, body and soul, toward 

God, but you know, being able to do that doesn’t start with us. It starts with God. Answering 

the call to be a sower of the seed also comes from God. We can cooperate, but we don’t make 

it happen. It’s grows out of the spark that God implants in our hearts. Being Jesus’ farmer 

means having Jesus deeply within us. It is the incarnation, Jesus here, with me, with you, giving 

our hearts courage and inspiration to scatter that seed ourselves. 

 

And we never know what the Holy Spirit is going to do with that seed. I know that from 

experience. Sometimes people have told me they found something meaningful in a sermon 

years before, when I no longer even remembered saying it. I’m not saying that to imply that my 

sermons are so great, but just that it’s helped me realize that what we do in the name of God 



5 

can affect people in ways we could never predict. That’s how it is with all of us. The words you 

speak, the things you do, your kindness and love and faith, can have an impact on people, and 

you’ll never even know about it. It’s like throwing seeds all over the place – just as Jesus did, 

who hung out with rich, respectable people, yes, but also with farmers, adulterous women, tax 

collectors, and poor people. He was throwing the seed of the word of the kingdom everywhere. 

God is that sower. Jesus is that sower. And we are that sower too. 

 

Now this is also the Parable of the Four Soils. We too might once have been rocky soil or 

shallow ground. Can the soil of our hearts grow and change? Can we shift from being rocky or 

thorny ground to being good soil? Even though it happens by God’s grace, we’re not totally 

passive recipients of what God is doing. The soil of our hearts can change, it can become more 

welcoming, more loving. Even when we are sowers, our hearts are still the soil that the seeds 

fall upon. We play two roles – we are sowers, but we are also soil. 

 

This reminds of the long passage in the gospel of John, which you may remember, where Jesus 

talks about himself as the Good Shepherd. The sheep follow the shepherd, they know his voice. 

But Jesus is also the gate – he’s the door that the sheep go through on their way to good 

pasture. He’s the one who’s the doer, who’s responsible for the action – but he’s also the 

means by which it gets done. He’s the Shepherd – and he’s the gate. 
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In the same way, you and I are the doers. We can be messengers of the word of the kingdom. 

We can be the ones who act out God’s intentions. The ELCA motto is “God’s work. Our hands.” 

We are the hands of God, we are the ones who do the work, who sow the seed. 

 

But we are also the soil. Are we rocky soil? Are we the pathway where the soil is shallow? Are 

we the soil where the seed is choked by the cares and temptations of the world? Or are we 

good soil? Our hearts can change. We can turn ourselves in the direction of God. The biblical 

word that describes that is “repentance.” That’s something that God calls us to daily – to turn 

back to God, to remember our baptism, to remember who we are and whose we are. 

 

We can find many ways to interpret this parable. One way is as a call to share the gospel in 

places we haven’t been before, places we maybe thought didn’t hold too much promise. You 

never know where the Holy Spirit will raise up a little sprout. You never know who will turn out 

to be the next farmer who will start throwing that seed around. Possibilities are everywhere. 

 

Lord, make our hearts good soil; and make us also sowers of the seed of your word. Amen. 


