
A Sower Went Out to Sow (Luke 8:1-15)

Sunday school December 18, 2016

I want to call your attention to READ Luke 8:1-15 I have the challenge this morning of
doing an exposition on a parable that I know you are all already very familiar with. Of all
of the blocks of text scripture explicitly calls parables (such as this one in verse 4), only 3
parables are recorded in all three synoptic gospels, Matthew, Mark, and Luke. This parable,
the parable of the sower, is one of them. If you want to know what the other two are, stay
tuned: we will get to them eventually.

In what we have studied so far, the early part of His earthly ministry, Jesus did most of
His teaching reasoning from the Old Testament scriptures in the synagogues, performing
miracles, and giving direct instruction and commands (such as the Sermon on the Plain in
chapter 6). As He gets deeper into His earthly ministry, He starts to use parables more often.
A parable is a story that is easy for His audience to remember because it relates to some
aspect of their daily life. Israel was an agricultural society, so sowing seed is something most
of them would have done if not on a daily then certainly an annual basis. However, parables
also contain a deeper meaning that you have to dig a little bit and talk to the speaker a little
bit to understand. That’s why the language in READ verses 9 and 10. The disciples,
much less the general audience, did not understand the deeper meaning of the parable. They
understood the words; they understood the act of sowing seed, but not the meaning. If we
didn’t have the explanation in verses 11-15 we probably wouldn’t understand the meaning
either. It’s not that He is trying to keep the meaning of the parable a secret. It doesn’t say
here that the disciples asked Him this question privately, as on some other occassions. Jesus
wants everyone to understand the meaning of the parable, but you have to get to know Him
a little better and spend time under His teaching in order to understand.

That’s some general background on parables. Back to the start of the chapter, the first 4
verses introduce the parable. They contain mostly general statements about His teaching
and the crowds He was starting to draw. Verse 4 tells us that “much people were gathered
together.” That’s the same type of language that was used to introduce the Sermon on the
Plain in chapter 6. There’s also an important phrase at the end of verse 1: it says that
certain people were “with Him.” You have the much people in verse 4, but only selected
people in verse 1 are described as being “with Him.” The phrase “with Him” carries the idea
of discipleship. Much people were listening to His teaching, but only a few were following
Him as disciples.
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Among those disciples are some people that verse 3 says “ministered unto him of their sub-
stance.” That implies that He and His disciples relied on other people to meet their material
needs. Being God, He could have miraculously provided for Him and His disciples by turning
stones into bread and what not, but instead He relies on other people. A couple of them,
Mary and Susanna, have no husbands mentioned, so they were probably single women,
women who provided for them of their substance. If you remember back to the temptations
of Christ in the wilderness back in chapter 4, the common thread to the three temptations
He faced was that they all encouraged Him to use His divine powers for His own benefit as
opposed to the benefit of others. So this is further confirmation that He never did that: He
relied on other people to support Him while He was engaged in ministry.

That’s the same way the church functions today. If we didn’t have the material resources,
mostly from tithes and offerings, to meet our Pastor’s physical needs via a salary and other
compensation, the ministry of this church would largely cease, or at least be greatly hindered.
I did a calculation in preparation for this lesson: in the last fiscal year, 82% of our expenses
were for ministry expenses (Pastor, missionaries, etc.) as opposed to administrative expenses
(electric, gas, insurance, lawn and yard, things that are necessary but don’t directly further
the Lord’s work). That’s a high percentage, and I’m happy about that. I think that shows
this church has its priorities in the right place.

Transition: So with that introduction, let’s get to the parable itself. HAND OUT OUT-
LINES

I. The Exposition and Explanation You can’t understand the exposition in verses 5-8
without the explanation in verses 11-15, so I’ve paired the two together. I’ve organized this
study around the types of ground rather than the usual numerical verse ordering. The first
type of ground is...

IA. Wayside The exposition is in verse 5; the explanation is in verses 11-12. There were
a wide variety of farming practices used in Israel at this time. Sometimes they would sow the
seed first and then plow the ground, therefore leaving the seed exposed until the ground was
plowed. Also, the usual thing in that day was to build roads directly through farm fields.
That’s kind of the way they build roads in the midwest. If you go to rural Ohio, Indiana,
Illinois, or anywhere in that part of the country, it seems that every road you drive on goes
through the middle of a cornfield. It’s the same idea here except they didn’t have a formal
right-of-way like we do today. The area that received high traffic to become trampled down
and therefore too hard for the seed to take root.
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So the seed ends up laying on the ground, and birds snatch it up before it ever has a chance
to grow. The explanation in verse 12 tells us that the birds are the devil. I wonder what
kind of bird Jesus had in mind for the devil here. Crow, a big ugly black bird? My mom
used to like to feed the birds; she would leave seed in a bird feeder. Occassionally a big black
crow would come along and eat half the seeds in the feeder so the other birds wouldn’t get
any. Maybe that’s what the devil is like, flying around eating up as many seeds as he can.
Peter calls the devil “a roaring lion, walketh about, seeking whom he may devour:” that’s
I Peter 5:8. That’s a different metaphor but the same idea: he’s trying to keep the word of
God from taking root in people’s lives. The end of verse 12 tells us the reason he takes away
the seed: “lest they should believe and be saved.” The devil doesn’t want people believing
that Jesus is the Christ who came into this world to pay for the sin of the world.

This reminds us that we have a very real enemy who is very really trying to destroy God’s
word and distract God’s people. I’ve mentioned this before, but one of the things that stood
out to me about John van Gelderan, the evangelist for our revival meetings back in March,
is how often he prayed that God would keep the evil spirits away from the service. In this
metaphor, he was praying that God would keep the birds away so that the word of God can
take root. God has the power to do that. The longer you keep the birds away, the more
chance the seed has to take root, grow, and bring forth fruit. God doesn’t force people to
believe. When I pray for someone who is unsaved, I usually pray that God will make it
easy for them to believe. One way He makes it easy to believe is by keeping the birds away,
giving time for the seed that I or other sowers have sown to take root in their lives. That’s
a reasonable thing to pray for given the metaphor here.

Transition: Next type of ground...

IB. Rock The exposition is in verse 6; the explanation is in verse 13. This is the case
where the seed germinates, but there is no significant growth. I’ve mentioned before that I
climbed Table Rock last spring; I am still proud of that fact. On the very top of Table Rock
where there is some soil there is a nice cluster of trees and mountain laurel, but out near
the edges where it is very rocky almost nothing grows. The main reason is that rock doesn’t
hold water. Any rain that falls there either evaporates or runs off. That’s what makes the
view as nice as it is: there are no trees or shrubs in your way to block the view.

The metaphor He is creating with the rocky areas is explained at the end of verse 13: it’s
people who “for a while believe, and in time of temptation fall away.” The reference I gave
you is James 2:17, where James calls this faith dead faith, faith that doesn’t produce any
works. God’s word in this case is received, but it is not applied. They hear His word and
receive His word, but they don’t do His word. The Sermon on the Plain, which we studied
back in chapter 6, is all about this type of people, people who hear His word but don’t do
His word. If we don’t do His word, it will never grow, and it will never bear fruit in our
lives.
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Transition: Next type of ground...

IC. Thorns The exposition is in verse 7; the explanation is in verse 14. This is the
situation where the seed germinates, and you get some growth but no fruit. They don’t
fall away during times of temptation or testing like the seed on the rock, but they focus
too much on this world and not enough on the next one. The way Luke says it here, the
cares of this world choke them out. When I remulched my landscape in my front yard over
Thanksgiving, I was trying to choke out the weeds by covering them in several inches of
mulch, and therefore deprive them of the sunlight and nutrients they need to grow. In the
spring, I’ll find out just how successful I’ve been.

The reference I gave you is John 15:5. There Jesus talks about a vine growing, possibly from
a seed. He says, “I am the vine, ye are the branches: He that abideth in me, and I in him,
the same bringeth forth much fruit: for without me ye can do nothing.” Jesus spent most of
His earthly ministry preparing people for the next world, seeking and saving that which was
lost. If we are connected with Him, then we will do the same. We’ll care more about the
next world, and preparing ourselves and other people for the next world, than we do about
the things we have in this one.

Transition: Last type of ground...

ID. Good Ground The exposition is in verse 8; the explanation is in verse 15. This is
the case where the word of God not only germinates, not only shows some growth, but also
bears fruit. That’s what we should want in our lives. HOLD UP SEEDS Here are some
seeds; my mom says they are yucca seeds. Up in Ohio, our driveway was lined with yuccas;
it looked beautiful in June when they bloomed these big stalks of white flowers. If I sowed
some of these seeds, my expectation would be that the seed would sprout, grow, and a few
months later produce yuccas. If that didn’t happen, I would wonder what went wrong. Was
the South Carolina clay soil too hard for it to sprout? Did I not water it enough? Did I
put it in a place where it got crowded out, didn’t get enough sunlight and nutrients? That’s
God’s approach to our lives: He expects when His word gets sowed that it is going to grow
and produce fruit. That is, He expects His people to be good ground for His word. Verse 15
in particular gives 3 things that we need to do to make us good ground for God’s word. I’ve
listed them as the arabic numbers under D. The first one is...
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ID1. Honest and Good Heart We have to honestly evaluate our lives to see are we really
doing God’s word. The reference I gave you is Psalms 139:23, which says, “Search me, O
God, and know my heart: try me, and know my thoughts:” We can rationalize ourselves
into thinking we are following Him more closely than we are, but we can never fool God. He
knows what we are really doing. When you go to read God’s word or hear God’s word (in
your personal Bible readings, a Bible lesson, or a sermon), do so with an honest heart. Am
I really doing what God’s word is telling me to do?

Transition: Second thing.

ID2. Keep God’s Word The middle part of verse 15 says, “having heard the word, keep
it.” That means to value God’s word, to let it have effect on your life. Psalm 119:11 says,
“Thy word have I hid in mine heart, that I might not sin against thee.” That’s one of the
reasons we recite memory verses at the start of most morning and evening preaching services,
to help us keep God’s word. Don’t just hear God’s word and let it sit there. Use it, do it.
That’s what leads to the fruit.

Transition: Final thing.

ID3. Patience The last phrase in verse 15 says, “and bring forth fruit with patience.”
Growth and fruit take time. Our culture has very little patience. We expect to see results
today. The Cleveland Browns fire their coach seemingly every year because he didn’t win
enough games in that one year in which he was the coach. They’ve had 5 head coaches over
the last 7 years. They’re 0-13 again this year. They’ve had 3 winning seasons since 1990.
For God’s word to take root, you have to have patience through the trying of your faith, as
James says.

Conclusion

As a final thought on this parable, the parable of the sower is a parable about how we
hear God’s word. Every time we come to church or Sunday school or do our personal Bible
readings we should prepare our hearts to hear God’s word. All 4 types of ground hear God’s
word. (v. 12, 13, 14, 15) The first 3 bear no fruit. We want our lives to be the good ground
for God’s word, ground where His word can germinate, grow, and bear fruit. The difference
is what we do with His word after we hear it, which in turn has a lot to do with the attitude
we bring into it. The first three types of ground hear it, but then let the devil take it away,
fall away during time of temptation, or let it get choked out by caring too much for this
world. The good ground has an honest heart, keeps God’s word, and has patience as it
grows. Be good hearers and doers of God’s word.
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