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“The Right Kind of Soil” / Matthew 13:1-9, 18-23 / Romans 8:1-11  

Romans 8:1-11: There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.  2 For the 
law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set you free from the law of sin and of death.  3 For God has 
done what the law, weakened by the flesh, could not do: by sending his own Son in the likeness of 
sinful flesh, and to deal with sin, he condemned sin in the flesh,  4 so that the just requirement of the 
law might be fulfilled in us, who walk not according to the flesh but according to the Spirit.  5 For those 
who live according to the flesh set their minds on the things of the flesh, but those who live according 
to the Spirit set their minds on the things of the Spirit.  6 To set the mind on the flesh is death, but to set 
the mind on the Spirit is life and peace.  7 For this reason the mind that is set on the flesh is hostile to 
God; it does not submit to God's law-- indeed it cannot,  8 and those who are in the flesh cannot please 
God.  9 But you are not in the flesh; you are in the Spirit, since the Spirit of God dwells in you. Anyone 
who does not have the Spirit of Christ does not belong to him.  10 But if Christ is in you, though the 
body is dead because of sin, the Spirit is life because of righteousness.  11 If the Spirit of him who 
raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, he who raised Christ from the dead will give life to your 
mortal bodies also through his Spirit that dwells in you.  

I can promise you, when I sent this week’s passage and sermon outline to the liturgy team (about 1 
month ago), I had the best intentions.  I was ready to look at the Romans passage.  Naturally, God had 
other plans – things have happened in the past week to cause me to reverse the readings for this 
morning.  Let’s look at the Matthew passage.     

Matthew 13:1-9: That same day Jesus went out of the house and sat beside the sea.  2 Such great 
crowds gathered around him that he got into a boat and sat there, while the whole crowd stood on the 
beach.  3 And he told them many things in parables, saying: "Listen! A sower went out to sow.  4 And 
as he sowed, some seeds fell on the path, and the birds came and ate them up.  5 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.  6 But when the sun rose, they were scorched; and since they had no root, they withered away.  7 

Other seeds fell among thorns, and the thorns grew up and choked them.   
8 Other seeds fell on good soil and brought forth grain, some a hundredfold, some sixty, some thirty.  9 

Let anyone with ears listen!"     

Let’s stop there, and consider a few things.  The crush of the crowds was so great, Jesus had to get into 
a boat.  I had a business colleague many years ago who told of his experience at Disney World – they 
were there for the Fourth of July, and the crowds were pushing people to close to the water.  Disney 
personnel had to bring boats to the shore to load people off, so they wouldn’t be pushed in!    

Sometimes, I like to imagine I am in Palestine, before Easter.  What if I was on the shore?  What 
would I think of this guy in the boat?     

It says, “And he told them many things in parables…”  So just what is a parable?  A parable is NOT a 
fable – a fable is not a real situation – for example, in Aesop’s Fables, animals talk – they represent 
people.  A parable is NOT an allegory – an allegory is the representation of abstract ideas by 
characters, figures, or events in narrative, dramatic, or pictorial form; a story, picture, or play 
employing such representation most every detail has meaning; John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress, 
Melville’s Moby Dick, Lewis’ Chronicles of Narnia  are allegories; the blindfolded figure with scales 
is an allegory of justice.   
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A parable is a simple story illustrating a moral or religious lesson – it’s a story that places one thing 
beside another for the purpose of teaching – it puts the known next to the unknown; the Greek word 
used here means set side by side.    

What does a parable do?  First, it makes truth concrete.  All great teaching goes from the here and now 
to the there and then.  If we are to talk about things we don’t understand, then we must begin with 
things we do understand.  Second, the teaching in a parable compels interest.  The parable enables a 
person to discover truth on his/her own.  We’ve all experienced this – you’re in the middle of an 
interesting story, and WHAM, it hits you right between the eyes!   

On the other hand, a parable conceals the truth from those who are too lazy to think, or too blind 
through prejudice to see.  Finally, a parable is spoken, not read – the impact is immediate, not the 
result of long study.     

Jesus was not the first, nor was the he the last person to use them.  We find parables throughout the 
Old and New Testaments – a well-known OT parable involves King David and the prophet Nathan – 
the scene is after David’s affair with Bathsheba:   

2 Samuel 12:1-7: But the thing that David had done displeased the LORD, and the LORD sent Nathan 
to David. He came to him, and said to him, "There were two men in a certain city, the one rich and the 
other poor.  2 The rich man had very many flocks and herds; 3 but the poor man had nothing but one 
little ewe lamb, which he had bought. He brought it up, and it grew up with him and with his children; 
it used to eat of his meager fare, and drink from his cup, and lie in his bosom, and it was like a 
daughter to him.  4 Now there came a traveler to the rich man, and he was loath to take one of his own 
flock or herd to prepare for the wayfarer who had come to him, but he took the poor man's lamb, and 
prepared that for the guest who had come to him."  5 Then David's anger was greatly kindled against 
the man. He said to Nathan, "As the LORD lives, the man who has done this deserves to die;  6 he shall 
restore the lamb fourfold, because he did this thing, and because he had no pity."  7 Nathan said to 
David, "You are the man!  

Obviously, David had no idea who Nathan was talking about – he thought the story was about 
someone else.  God struck him right between the eyes.    

Examples of other parables include the Prodigal son / Good Samaritan / Pharisee and tax collector / 
wedding banquet / sheep and goats.  I recall very vividly a skit that was done by a Sunday school class 
when I was at Seminary.  The pastor wore a white robe, and played God in the account of the sheep 
and the goats.  His granddaughter was a goat, and he cast her out!  I have never forgotten it.    

A few more important things to consider when we look at parables:  First and foremost, you will not 
find the entire sweep of New Testament theology or Christology in one parable – they are simple 
stories, told to make only a few points.  We are only to look for the main truth the parable teaches.  
Parables were given to illustrate doctrine, not declare it.  Also, we must be certain to study each 
parable in its context – in each case, the stage is set, so leave it there!   

As one commentator wrote, don’t try to make the parables walk on all fours – these are simple stories.  
Don’t attach too much meaning to the details!  And finally, and most important, ask God for spiritual 
perception.   
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Speaking of asking God for spiritual perception, Jesus is then kind enough to explain the parable of the 
sower to his disciples.  (Of course, we all know what it means, and would not have needed an 
explanation, right?  Remember what I said about going back to BEFORE Easter.    

Verses 18-23: "Hear then the parable of the sower.  19 When anyone hears the word of the kingdom and 
does not understand it, the evil one comes and snatches away what is sown in the heart; this is what 
was sown on the path.  20 As for what was sown on rocky ground, this is the one who hears the word 
and immediately receives it with joy;  21 yet such a person has no root, but endures only for a while, 
and when trouble or persecution arises on account of the word, that person immediately falls away.  22 

As for what was sown among thorns, this is the one who hears the word, but the cares of the world and 
the lure of wealth choke the word, and it yields nothing.  23 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."  

So what about a message for us this morning?  Whenever we interpret a parable, it’s always about 
someone else – these are not about us, or are they? The reason I am spending time this week on this 
passage instead of Romans is God wants me to say something to you – this is God, not me.    

I had every intention to look at the Romans passage for this week, but as things happened, I began to 
think about the particular Sunday when we would hear this parable. It came to me, and I thought, 
“When I come to the week with the parable of the sower, I’ll have to make some comments on our 
process.”  When I began to prepare my message this past week, it dawned on me that we were reading 
the parable of the sower!    

In verse 19, Jesus says, “When anyone hears the word of the kingdom…”  Instead of “the word of the 
kingdom” in particular, what if we were to consider this parable in the context of what is going on at 
Calvin Church right this very moment?  What if we looked at ourselves, and our reaction to what we 
are trying, or what God is trying to accomplish here?  What kind of soil is each of us?  Just a comment 
– I am preaching to myself – at one time or another, I have found in myself each type of soil described 
by Jesus.  

Verse 19: When anyone hears the word of the kingdom and does not understand it, the evil one comes 
and snatches away what is sown in the heart; this is what was sown on the path.    

Do you suppose that any one of us has ever said, “Why do we need to go thru this process anyhow?  
We know what we need! Let’s just choose another pastor, and get on with it!  We need to (you fill in 
the blank.)”  Trust me, this, or something like this, can be said, or maybe even has been said, by both 
me and you!  We really don’t want to hear about anything, other than what we already know, and we 
are not interested in discussing or understanding it, thank you very much. 
   
So what happens?  Satan comes and snatches away any good intentions we might have had. Like the 
soil on the path, this is a hard heart – we’re fine, there are no problems or issues facing us – we should 
just keep on doing things the way we have been.  Anyone here guilty?  I know I am, what about you?    

Jesus continues, verses 20-21: As for what was sown on rocky ground, this is the one who hears the 
word and immediately receives it with joy;  yet such a person has no root, but endures only for a while, 
and when trouble or persecution arises on account of the word, that person immediately falls away.   
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Once again, I am guilty, and I might suggest that we are all guilty of being this kind of soil.  How 
many of us have latched onto an idea like a heat-seeking missile, without thinking things thru, only to 
find out too late that it wasn’t such a good idea after all? Our reaction is emotional, instead of Spirit-
filled.  “Why don’t we do this?  Or that?  Let’s have a meeting, and form a committee!”   

Like the young plants, some ideas take root very quickly, and spring up fast, but when they are 
exposed to sun and heat, they quickly wither.  Fortunately, God has intervened in our lives the past few 
weeks – in my own selfish mind, our interim process has slowed down, but maybe that’s God telling 
me to be pastoral, instead of putting on my consultant hat.     

Verse 22: As for what was sown among thorns, this is the one who hears the word, but the cares of the 
world and the lure of wealth choke the word, and it yields nothing.  Guess what?  Guilty again! And 
what are the thorns? Thorns choke the good ideas – we start doing something, and we’re making 
progress, then other things overtake us, and our good works are crowded out.  How about policies?  
Traditions?  The words always or never?  Administration?  Finances?  Not that there is anything wrong 
with any of these – they become thorns if they choke out the word and work of God.    

Verse 23: 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." 
My friends, this is the fruitful heart, the open heart – what does this mean? First, we hear the word – 
that means we are engaged not only in speaking God’s words and instructions to one another, but we 
ask for the gift of understanding God’s word as well.    

Second, we bear fruit!  What is the fruit? Galatians 5:22-23: The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, 
patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.  Like good ground, our minds 
are open / we are prepared to hear / we understand / we translate our hearing into action.  And the 
yield? “…in one case a hundredfold, in another sixty, and in another thirty.”   

Let’s take a moment and look at this parable from another point-of-view.  Again, we have been 
speaking of the various kinds of soils.  We are all guilty (or blessed) to have been one of these soils at 
one time or another.  

But what about the sower?  After all, this parable is called The Parable of the Sower. Whenever a 
person sows seed, what must he or she have?  PATIENCE!  We are compelled to wait on God to do 
the work!  1 Corinthians 3:6: I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the growth.  

My friends, this great church is in a place right now, and we are on the edge of a great opportunity.  
We have not been in this particular place for almost twenty years.  Shouldn’t we be patient and let God 
do the work?  God is the sower, the word and instructions are his, and we are the soils – let’s be patient 
and let the fruit come!  When we sow seeds, we cannot and do not look for quick results!   

On the other hand, we need to remember, the harvest is sure!  Even though not every seed will sprout, 
we are promised a harvest.  When a person sows the word, he does not know the outcome! We all have 
opinions, but we cannot predict what the outcome will be here at Calvin. We know we will have an 
installed pastor sooner rather than later, but that’s the extent of our knowledge.  God needs to guide us, 
instruct us.    
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I could spend two weeks on the Romans passage, but I just want to pass along one comment of 
assurance.  We are all Christians here, right?  

Listen to verses 9-11: You are in the Spirit, since the Spirit of God dwells in you. Anyone who does 
not have the Spirit of Christ does not belong to him.  10 But if Christ is in you, though the body is dead 
because of sin, the Spirit is life because of righteousness.  11 If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from 
the dead dwells in you, he who raised Christ from the dead will give life to your mortal bodies also 
through his Spirit that dwells in you.  

One thing I do know, the Holy Spirit is alive and well at 1177 Ohio Pike, and in each heart here.  If 
you are a Christian, God himself is in you – this is a promise given to us by Jesus Christ himself.    

We are at a great point in our history, and God’s Spirit is with us – he will enable us to be the right 
kind of soil, so the harvest, in God’s perfect timing, will be great.   


