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 CFCW – 07/05/2015 
 

“Four Responses to God’s Word” 
Matthew 13:1-23 

 
Introduction 
 
 “Why me”?  We have all asked this question.  Many of us have probably asked this question this 
week.  Often, the question “Why me?” indicates a struggling, complaining heart.  “Why me”?  “Why am I 
stuck in traffic right now?”  “Why is money tight?” “Why do I seem to be the only one who struggles 
with this sin?”  Why do I have this illness?  “Why haven’t I gotten that promotion I have been working 
for?”  “Why does God seem to be closing the door on that thing I really want to pursue right now?” 
 But even though it is often asked sinfully, there is a good way to ask the question “Why me?”  
“Why am I a Christian and so many others are not?”  “Why is it that I believe the Bible is God’s word and 
so many do not?”  “Why have I received the promise of eternal life while so many others are heading 
down the broad road that leads to destruction?”  Sometimes “why me?” is a humble and good 
question.  This is captured well in the song we sing—“How Sweet and Awful Is the Place?” 
 

"Why was I made to hear Thy voice, 
And enter while there's room, 

When thousands make a wretched choice, 
And rather starve than come?" 

 
And when you study God’s word, you get the answer to this GOOD WAY of asking “Why me?”  God’s 
word tells us that we have received the truth of God’s word, NOT because we are better or smarter or 
wiser than others, but because of God’s sovereign love and grace!  We are believers in Jesus because 
God has opened our eyes.  We understand the truth of God’s word this morning because God has given 
us spiritual insight.  To God alone belongs the glory!  We will see this reality as we study our passage 
together this morning. 
 
Background 
 
 This week we are returning to our study of the Gospel of Matthew.  The last time we were in 
Matthew, we concluded Matthew 11-12 where Matthew highlights the reality that even though Jesus 
was popular with the crowds, ultimately He was rejected.   
 Now the obvious question to ask in all this is why was Jesus rejected?   Jesus spoke the words 
of God with the authority of God.  Jesus did many, many signs and miracles that only God could do.  But 
He was rejected.  Why?  On one level, we have already noted a few reasons why Jesus was rejected.   
 

 The religious authorities (“scribes and Pharisees”) rejected Jesus because He did not keep their 
traditions and rules.    

 

 The majority of those in the crowds rejected Jesus because He didn’t live up to their 
expectations for what their Messiah was supposed to be like. 

 

 Others rejected Jesus because they were simply too occupied with this world to care about the 
world to come.   
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These are surface reasons why Jesus was rejected. 
But as we look at Matthew 13, we will see that there is a deeper, spiritual reason why Jesus was 

rejected.   Matthew 13 is the third of five major sections of Jesus’ teaching (discourses) in this Gospel.  
In this chapter we find seven parables that Jesus taught the crowds explaining the nature of the 
Kingdom of God.  Matthew 13 explains why Jesus was rejected by the majority of those whom He 
taught and to whom He ministered.  The problem wasn’t with Jesus.  It was with the hard hearts of 
the people.  It was the spiritual blindness and hard-heartedness of the people that led them to reject 
Jesus.     
 
MIM:  Those who reject God’s word are spiritually fruitless, but those who receive God’s word bear an 
abundance of spiritual fruit. 
 
This morning, following our passage, we will study: 
-The purpose of parables  
-The meaning of the “Parable of the Sower” 
 

I. The Parable of the Sower (13:1-9) 
 
 Looking at 13:1-9 which Stuart just read for us, you see that this teaching recorded in Matthew 
13 took place on the “same day” that Jesus’ family came and tried to bring Him back home to Nazareth 
(12:46-50).  Even Jesus’ family did not believe in Him at this point.  Mark tells us that they thought Jesus 
was out of His mind (Mark 3:21).  But Jesus made it clear that His followers—“whoever does the will of 
my Father in heaven” (12:50)—were His true family.  So Jesus left and went to the sea shore.  The 
crowds followed Him and because the press of the crowds was so great, He got into a boat and sat down 
(as teachers of that day did) in order to teach the people.   
 In 13:3, we see that Jesus told the crowds many things in “parables”.  What is a parable?  The 
word itself is difficult to define.  I like the classic description given of parables—“A parables is an 
earthly story with a heavenly meaning.”1    Parables use everyday objects and scenes and realities from 
this life in order to teach us something about God, God’s kingdom, and other spiritual realities.  
 From 13:3b-8, Jesus tells one of His most famous parables.  We know it as the “Parable of the 
Sower.”  Jesus tells the crowd surrounding Him about a man who went out into the field to sow seed.  
Sowing by hand in those days was imprecise and, in Jesus’ parable, as the sower broadcast his seed into 
the field, the seed landed on different kinds of ground.  In 13:4, we see that some landed “along the 
path” where people walked through the field.  The trampling of feet and the rolling of cart wheels 
made the path hard.  And because the seed couldn’t break below the surface, it was quickly eaten by 
the birds.  In 13:5-6, we see that some fell in rocky soil.  This doesn’t refer to soil full of rocks, but rather 
to soil where the bedrock came up close to the surface.2  The young plants sprung up quickly, but 
because they didn’t have deep roots, they also quickly withered when struck by the heat of the sun.  In 
13:7, Jesus tells us that other seed fell in thorny soil.  But the thorns grew up around it robbing them of 
the nutrients of the soil and blocking them from the life-giving sun so that they too perished (13:7).  But 
then, in 13:8, we see that some seed fell on “good soil.”  That seed germinated and produced a crop 
(“grain”; 13:8)—“some a hundred-fold, some sixty, some thirty.”   

                                                           
1
 Leon Morris, The Gospel According to Matthew in PNTC (Grand Rapids: William B Eerdmanns Publishing 

Company, 1992), 333.  
 

 
2
 Ibid., 336. 
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 Then Jesus left the crowd with these words: “He who has ears, let him hear” (13:9).  Jesus 
wanted the crowds to understand that there was a deeper meaning, but He didn’t tell them what that 
meaning was.  The crowds were simply left to wonder what Jesus was talking about.      
 
A Dramatic Change 
 

We should notice the dramatic change in Jesus’ manner of teaching here.  As a church, we 
spent a number of months working through Jesus’ “Sermon on the Mount” (Matthew 5-7).  There Jesus 
painstakingly described (primarily for His disciples, but also for the crowds) what a Christian is and how 
a Christian lives in this world.  Jesus gave clear examples of how the “scribes and Pharisees” were 
wrongly teaching the OT Law.  And He gave the correct teaching of the Law—a teaching that 
demonstrates our need for salvation and a new heart.  But now in Matthew 13, Jesus is speaking to the 
crowds in parables and leaving those parables unexplained.  The ‘Parable of the Sower’ is familiar to 
many of us, but the people listening to Jesus would have heard the parable, but would have had no idea 
what it meant. 
 
So, if they couldn’t grasp the meaning, why would Jesus spend time teaching the crowds in parables?  
That is precisely the question Jesus’ disciples ask Him in 13:10… 
 

II. The Purpose of Parables (13:10-17) 
 
Matthew 13:10-17 – “Then the disciples came and said to him, “Why do you speak to them in parables?” 
11 And he answered them, “To you it has been given to know the secrets of the kingdom of heaven, but to 
them it has not been given. 12 For to the one who has, more will be given, and he will have an abundance, 
but from the one who has not, even what he has will be taken away. 13 This is why I speak to them in 
parables, because seeing they do not see, and hearing they do not hear, nor do they understand. 
14 Indeed, in their case the prophecy of Isaiah is fulfilled that says: “You will indeed hear but never 
understand, and you will indeed see but never perceive.” 15 For this people’s heart has grown dull, and 
with their ears they can barely hear, and their eyes they have closed, lest they should see with their eyes 
and hear with their ears and understand with their heart and turn, and I would heal them.’  16 But blessed 
are your eyes, for they see, and your ears, for they hear. 17 For truly, I say to you, many prophets and 
righteous people longed to see what you see, and did not see it, and to hear what you hear, and did not 
hear it.” 
     

A.  So, in 13:10 you see the disciples ask the question, “Why do you speak to them in 
parables?”  In other words, they are asking, “What is the point?  Why not speak to them 
plainly so that they understand?”  Looking at Jesus’ response in 13:11-17, we see three 
purposes for Jesus’ use of parables. 
  

a. Purpose #1- Parables demonstrate the sovereignty of God (13:11-12).  Do you 
see what Jesus says in 13:11, “To you it has been given to know the secrets of 
the kingdom of heaven, but to them it has not been given”?  The word 
“secrets” there refers to spiritual truths that can only be understood if God 
reveals them.3  Jesus used parables because it was the sovereign purpose of 
God that some people should understand and others would not.   

 

                                                           
3
 Ibid., 340. 
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So, who is the One who ultimately decides who receives spiritual truth?  According to Jesus, the 
answer is God.  God is sovereign! 
 
Application:   That is why we begin the sermon this morning with the thought ‘Why me?”  Why do I 
understand that Jesus is God?  Why have I realized my sinfulness and my need for forgiveness?  Why 
have I grasped that my great need in life is to turn from my sins and trust wholly in Jesus?  The answer of 
the Bible is that we understand these truths because it has been “given” to us by God.  Salvation is all of 
grace!  And our knowledge of God is all of grace as well!   A proud Christian is a walking contradiction.  
If you understand much about God and His word, don’t be proud.  Instead, be humble and be grateful!  
It has been given to you as grace from God.   
 
1 Corinthians 4:7 – “For who sees anything different in you? What do you have that you did not receive? 
If then you received it, why do you boast as if you did not receive it?” 
 
Illustration:  Just like Moses, those who know God best should be the most humble (Numbers 12:3). 
 

i. At the same time, Jesus’ words teach us that we are responsible for 
what we do with God’s word.  Look at 13:12.  “To the one who has, 
more will be given, and he will have an abundance, but from the one 
who has not, even what he has will be taken away” (13:12).  Jesus is 
saying that the person who embraces God’s word and puts his or her 
trust in Jesus “HAS” salvation.  He or she will receive more truth from 
God and prosper spiritually.  In contrast, the one who listens to God’s 
word, but refuses embrace it, doesn’t have salvation.  And even the 
light of God’s truth that he or she does have will be taken away.4  

 
Application:  Be careful how you hear God’s word!  You are not here this morning by mistake.  The 
sovereign God of the universe has appointed you to be here to hear His word today.  Pay attention.  
Consider it.  Embrace it.  Receive God’s word by faith and obey God.  That is the path to blessing—to 
what Jesus calls an ‘abundance’ (13:12)  
 

b. Purpose #2 – Parables CONCEAL God’s truth from the unbelieving (13:13-15).  
This is Jesus’ point in 13:13-15.  “This is why I speak to them in parables, because 
seeing they do not see, and hearing they do not hear, nor do they understand” 
(13:13).  Jesus knew that most of the people listening to Him were spiritually 
blind and deaf.   

 
Illustration:  Martin Luther gave an excellent illustration of this.  The people listening to Jesus were like 
men and women staring at beautiful calligraphy written in a foreign language.  Such people can 
appreciate the beauty of the writing, but they have no idea what the words mean.  In the same way, the 
people listening to Jesus appreciated his parables.  They liked His stories.  But they couldn’t grasp the 
meaning.  They could “hear” but they could not “understand” the truth (13:3).   
 
 

                                                           
4
 John MacArthur, Matthew 8-15 in The MacArthur New Testament Commentary (Chicago: Moody Press, 

1987), 351. 
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i. So the crowds listening to Jesus could not perceive the truth.  But 
more seriously, the people had no DESIRE to understand the truth.  
That is why Jesus quotes Isaiah in 13:14-15, and points out “with their 
ears they can barely hear, and their eyes they have closed” (13:15).  This 
prophecy given to the Prophet Isaiah in the 8th century B.C. that no one 
would listen to him was “fulfilled” (13:14) again in Jesus’ day.  Most of 
Jesus’ hears had rejected God’s truth.  And so it was APPROPRIATE for 
Jesus to speak to them in parables they could not understand.  They 
did not want to hear the truth so it was appropriate that Jesus 
concealed the truth from them.   
 

c. Purpose #3—Parables REVEAL God’s truth to the believing (13:16-17).  This is 
Jesus’ point when He encourages His disciples in 13:16-17.  “But blessed are 
your eyes, for they see, and your ears, for they hear” (13:16).  God had 
graciously granted understanding to the disciples.  They had embraced Jesus!  
They had seen the fulfillment of the OT promise of the Messiah in the ministry 
of Jesus, which many righteous men and prophets in the OT desired to see, but 
did not (13:17).  And so, not only would they hear Jesus’ parables, but He 
would explain the significance of the parables to them.  Jesus’ disciples were 
“blessed.” 

 
Application:  But before we look at the meaning of the ‘Parable of the Sower’, we should consider what 
a blessing it is to follow Jesus today.  Most of the time, we think we are blessed if we have a new home 
or a good job or good health.  But Jesus ties blessing here to the ability to understand spiritual truth.   
Now if the disciples should rejoice that they were seeing the fulfillment of OT prophecies in the 
ministry of Jesus, how much more should we rejoice who live on this side of the cross!  You and I have 
been transformed by the power of the resurrection!  We have the full counsel of God’s word in our 
hands so that we can look DEEPLY into the work of salvation—a work into which the Apostle Peter tells 
us angels long to look (1 Peter 1:10-12).  We are “blessed” and we should give thanks! 
 
Well, in 13:18-23, we see the Lord explain the meaning of the ‘Parable of the Sower’ to His disciples… 
 

III.  The Meaning of the Parable of the Sower (13:18-23) 
 
Matthew 13:18-23- “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 has been sown in his heart. This 
is what was sown along 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 he has no root in himself, but endures for a while, and 
when tribulation or persecution arises on account of the word, immediately he 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 
deceitfulness of riches choke the word, and it proves unfruitful. 23 As for what was sown on good soil, this 
is the one who hears the word and understands it. He indeed bears fruit and yields, in one case a 
hundredfold, in another sixty, and in another thirty.” 
 

A. While you can’t see it in English translations, in the Greek 13:18 reads, “YOU then hear the 
parable of the sower.”  The YOU is emphatic.   In other words, Jesus intended His disciples 
to understand that this parable was for THEM.  It is a parable for the Church.  And as you 
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look at Jesus’ explanation, you see the parable teaches about the different ways people 
respond to God’s word—Jesus gives four responses to God’s word. 
 

a. “Pathway Soil” (13:19)—When God’s word is preached some people will be 
UNRESPONSIVE.  In 13:19, Jesus explains that the seed “sown along the path” 
represents the response of the hardened person to God’s word.  Just as the “path” 
was pressed down and the seed could not penetrate the soil, so some people are so 
hardened towards God that they will not listen to His word.  Jesus says that Satan 
comes along and violently “snatches” away the word so that it will not bear fruit.   

 
Illustration: Satan has many ways of “snatching” away seed from those who are hardened to the 
Gospel.  He might use NEGATIVE INTERACTIONS with Christians to make a person bitter against the 
Gospel.  He might use FEAR of what people would think to make a person reject Jesus.  He might use 
FALSE TEACHING of false teachers to keep people from listening to the truth.  He might use PRIDE to 
blind the person to his or her need for a Savior.  He might use the LOVE FOR A PARTICULAR SIN to keep 
someone from repenting.5  No matter what strategy He uses, the end result is the same.  The person 
refuses to believe.  They are unmoved by the Gospel.   
 
“Truth seems to have no more effect on their hearts than water on a stone.”6  
 

-J.C. Ryle 
 

b. “Rocky” Soil (13:20)—When God’s word is preached some people will respond 
SUPERFICIALLY.  In 13:20, Jesus describes the seed “sown on rocky ground” as the 
person who initially responds with joy to the Gospel, but when he faces persecution 
for following Jesus, he quickly falls away.  What went wrong?  Jesus says he had “no 
root in himself” (13:21).  In other words, he wasn’t truly a Christian.  He didn’t have 
the Holy Spirit empowering him to endure the persecution.   
 

i. This ‘rocky soil’ person comes to Jesus for what he thinks he can get from 
Jesus.  He thinks Jesus will give him a better life in this world—a better job, 
a better marriage, better children, etc.  So, initially, he is energetic and 
excited.  He seems so passionate for Christ that people are amazed and 
expect him to do great things.  But when he discovers that there is a COST 
to following Jesus—when “tribulation or persecution arises because of the 
word”—he is unwilling to pay that cost.  And he quickly falls away.  He was 
never truly a Christian.   

 
Illustration: Many children who grow in Christians homes prove to be ‘rocky soil’ hearers.  They make 
profession of faith, but when they leave home and go off to college they fall away.  They aren’t willing to 
stand up for Christ on campus when being a Christians is no longer popular.   
Application: We should not be surprised if we begin to see people fall away from churches in our day.  
Looking at the increasing hostility towards Biblical Christianity in America, it is inevitable that many who 
attend church and profess to be Christians because they think they will have a better life in this world 

                                                           
5
 Many of these illustrations were suggested by John MacArthur in John MacArthur, Matthew 8-15, 357. 

  
6
 J.C. Ryle, Expository Thoughts on Matthew (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth Trust, 2012 reprint), 115. 
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will fall away when it begins to cost them something to follow Jesus.  Don’t be alarmed or confused if 
you see this happen.  In this parable, Jesus tells us to expect people to fall away. 
 

c. “Thorny Soil”—Some people reject God’s word because they are worldly.  In 
13:22, Jesus says the “seed sown among thorns” as the person who hears God’s 
word, but he is too preoccupied with this world to pay attention.  And so God’s 
word is choked out of his life.  In 13:22, Jesus describes two dangers: the “cares of 
the world” and “the deceitfulness of riches.”  
  

i. Some people are too concerned about the troubles and worries of this 
world to pay attention to God’s word.   
  

ii. Other people are too busy trying to get a lot of stuff in this life to think 
about the life to come.   

 
Either way, they do not pay attention to God’s word and so they   are not saved.  
They do not bear fruit.   

 
a. “Good Soil”—Some people receive God’s word and bear spiritual fruit.  In 13:23, 

Jesus says the “seed sown on good soil” is the one who understand and receives 
God’s word.  He hears the Gospel and embraces it.  He trusts in Jesus for salvation.  
And what does that produce?   Jesus says the one who truly receives God’s word 
“indeed bears fruit.”  What is this fruit?  It is the fruit of the spirit—“love, joy, peace, 
patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control” (Gal. 5:22-23a).  
It is a “harvest of righteousness” (James 3:18).  Not every Christian will bear the 
same amount of fruit.  Some will trust Jesus more implicitly and work harder for the 
kingdom.  Some will bear fruit a hundred-fold.  Others will bear sixty-fold, others 
thirty.  But every genuine Christian will bear fruit.   

 
Application:  If you are sitting here this morning, the great application of this passage is to ask yourself 
the question, “Which one of these soils am I?”  You are hearing God’s word this morning.  How are you 
responding to it?  
 

1. Are you a “pathway soil” hearer?  Have you listened to God’s word this morning and 
hardened your heart to it?  Do you think people take this whole Bible-thing a little too 
seriously?         
 

2. Are you “rocky soil” hearer?  Did you make a profession of faith in Jesus at some point in 
the past, but now you are less and less interested?  You were expecting God to give you 
good things in this life, but you have instead experienced difficulty.  Are you thinking about 
turning away from Jesus? 

 
3. Are you “thorny soil” hearer?  Do you come to church and listen to sermons, but never 

make any real move towards following Jesus.  Do you feel that you are too busy in life to 
give serious thought to your soul?  Is becoming a Christian unattractive to you because you 
would much rather pursuing your career and money and success? 
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If you are any of these three kinds of hearers, Jesus’ warning to you is that you do not have spiritual 
life.  The Bible teaches that those who reject God’s word will be spiritually fruitless in this life and face 
God’s judgment in the life to come. 
    

4. Are you a “good soil” hearer?  You aren’t perfect, of course.  But do you desire to know God 
and God’s word?  Do you long to grow in obedience to Jesus?  Do you want to see the Holy 
Spirit produce more love, joy, peace, patience, etc… in your life?  Then press on!  God has 
been gracious to you!  Serve Him with your whole heart! 

 
Principle: The mark of a genuine believer is that he or she bears fruit.  Jesus saved us so that we would 
bear fruit. 
 
John 15:16- “You did not choose me, but I chose you and appointed you that you should go and bear fruit 
and that your fruit should abide.” 
 
There are a lot of encouragements we could take from this passage, but I want us to conclude our 
time by considering just one: 
 

 As a church, this parable encourages us to remain faithful to the Gospel.  Did you notice that 
throughout this parable the seed does not change?  The sower sows good seed.  What is this 
good seed?  Most fundamentally, the good seed is God’s word in the Gospel. 

 
The Gospel 
 
 The Gospel is the Good News of Jesus Christ.  It is the simple message of salvation.  The Bible 
teaches that God created us to love and serve Him.  But all of us have turned from God.  We rejected 
Him.  Instead of living for God and loving God, we have lived for ourselves and served ourselves.  And 
the Bible teaches that our sins are serious.  Our sin separates us from God.  In ourselves, there is no way 
for us to be good enough to earn God’s favor.  We can’t reconcile ourselves to God.  But God has done 
what we cannot.  God sent His Son, Jesus Christ, to live a perfect life in the place of sinners.   Then Jesus 
died on the cross bearing the sins of His people.  Now, all who turn from their sins and trust in Him will 
be forgiven for all their sins.  They will be reconciled to God.  If you are with us this morning and you 
want to learn more about how you can have a relationship with God through Jesus, I would love to talk 
with you about that after the service this morning. 
 
Application:  Christ Fellowship, the Gospel is the message that we must be faithful to proclaim.  We 
can’t change the message.  We can’t tamper with the message to soften it so that it doesn’t offend the 
men and women of our culture.  Just as the farmer must be faithful to sow GOOD seed if he wants to 
see a harvest, so we must preach a pure Gospel if want to see others saved and built up in Christ.   
   
Conclusion 
 
 The Gospel is the power of God unto salvation.  Our task as a church is to sow good seed and to 
pray and to trust in God to give the harvest.  May God help us be faithful to sow the good seed of God’s 
word in the lives of others this week!  
Let’s pray…  


