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We’re going to be looking at the parables of Jesus for the next several weeks; and I thought that 

a good place to start might be to give you the missing verses from today’s selection from 

Matthew’s gospel.  They appear in the text as a sort of interruption, but they ask the basic 

question: Why are you using parables to teach the people? (We didn’t see them submitted with 

the lesson plans you turned in last week.) 

This is how the exchange reads. 10Then the disciples came and asked him, “Why do you speak to 

them in parables?” 11He answered, “To you it has been given to know the secrets of the kingdom 

of heaven, but to them it has not been given. 12For to those who have, more will be given, and 

they will have an abundance; but from those who have nothing, even what they have will be 

taken away. 13The reason I speak to them in parables is that ‘seeing they do not perceive, and 

hearing they do not listen, nor do they understand.’ 14With them indeed is fulfilled the prophecy 

of Isaiah that says: ‘You will indeed listen, but never understand, and you will indeed look, but 

never perceive. 15For this people’s heart has grown dull, and their ears are hard of hearing, and 

they have shut their eyes; so that they might not look with their eyes, and listen with their ears, 

and understand with their heart and turn— and I would heal them.’ 16But blessed are your eyes, 

for they see, and your ears, for they hear. 17Truly I tell you, many prophets and righteous people 

longed to see what you see, but did not see it, and to hear what you hear, but did not hear it.”   
          [Matthew 13:10-17] 

In other words, using an object lesson (a simile) is a useful way to plant an image in these 

followers’ memories.  Use an image the people can relate to. “We’ve all seen sowers sowing 

seeds indiscriminately; it’s the way we do things around here.”   

What follows this “interlude” is an explanation of what Jesus meant when he told this parable. 

This is where we begin to understand that the seed is the Word of God and how it does or doesn’t 

take root, get nourished, or flourish. Things that compete for attention distract people and choke 

out the word. But ultimately there will be seed that takes root and grows and produces and 

reproduces. 

It’s interesting that, while the focus of this parable and explanation seems to point to where the 

seed (the Word) is planted and how successfully it takes hold of people, this isn’t called The 

Parable of the Seed or The Parable of the Soil.  Jesus offers his explanation to The Parable of the 

Sower. That doesn’t mean the seed and the soil are not important. They are. But most important 

is to understand that God is the sower—and without the action of the sower indiscriminately 

throwing seed everywhere, there would be no results (no harvest, no produce from the field) to 

speak about. 

I was also fascinated with the literary element—perhaps an expression of the day—that 

suggested the results of the sowing might return a hundredfold, some sixty, some thirty. It’s the 

descending order that I find curious. Usually we hear something like: “The return on your 

investment will be thirty, sixty, or even one hundred percent!” [*These are not typical results, but 

used for illustration only. Your actual results may vary.] There’s nothing theological about that 

observation; just a literary or cultural curiosity. 
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We might conclude that we should be like the good soil, so that our results will be closer to that 

“hundredfold.” There’s nothing wrong with that conclusion; in fact, it’s a good start.  It speaks to 

our receptiveness and our contribution to the story. But I think Jesus wants us to know there is 

more. Perhaps that’s why it’s helpful to call this story The Parable of the Sower because that 

focus reminds us of God’s action in the whole human story.   

You remember how the sower scattered seed everywhere?  Even places where it didn’t make any 

sense to plant?  We might think that’s bad stewardship of the seed.  And that would reflect the 

human perceived economy of scarcity: “We only have so much to go around, so we’d better be 

careful not to spend foolishly or give away too generously, because we don’t want to run out.” 

A few thoughts on that fear of wasting: First, if God is doing the sowing, I think the supply of 

metaphorical seed is without limit.  Second, if God (or anyone) holds back on where the seed is 

spread, we just might miss the miracle of seed growing and taking root in unexpected and 

amazing places. At some point we’ve all seen an unexpected flower growing through the asphalt 

of a parking lot. Likewise, we’ve all been amazed at something we’ve said or done—something 

we thought insignificant at the time—that ended up having an unexpected impact on someone. 

It’s like that rare seed that miraculously managed to grow a healthy plant in the rocks or among 

the thorns.  

What people couldn’t get their heads around trying to think about God’s generosity and amazing 

grace, Jesus knew he could put into agrarian terms they could understand and that were part of 

their experience. In a part of the world with a lot of rocky terrain, and in an age where there wasn’t 

much in the way of garden tools, it simply was easier to throw seed everywhere and let it take root 

wherever it would. Not only that, but in the parable’s explanation, we come to realize that we’ve 

all been in every one of those places in our faith journey and in our daily living. 

So, to answer the question of the disciples: “Why [does Jesus] teach in parables?” – we realize 

that Jesus is able to digest the mysteries of the relationship of God and humanity into these little 

stories. We start to understand and relate ideas about God to our own experience so that we 

might grasp what God can do in our lives and in our world. There’s more: Parables become 

mirrors for us, to help us better understand our identity as God’s children and realize that God 

calls and equips us to do great things.  

Parables always tell us something about God and something about ourselves. Today’s good news 

reminds us of the wonderful partnership God has established with God’s people. Just as God’s 

love for us is without limit (“wasteful” as the seed scattered hither, thither, and yon)—God, in 

Jesus, has modeled our potential and blessed and equipped us to be limitless in our love and 

generous in our serving.  Amen. 


