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Peter shaded his eyes from the late afternoon sun, and stared at the great crowd that had gathered on the shore. Men, women, children, Pharisees, scribes, elders of the people. Jews and Gentiles. Lots of people. Thousands of people. All here to listen to the one person who was presently sitting in a boat just off shore. As he began to speak, a hush washed over the crowd. 


Peter tuned Jesus out, lost in thought. Of late, it seemed to Peter that Jesus was losing momentum. Instead of drawing people in, He was beginning to say and do things that were driving them away. He certainly wasn't doing much to keep the peace with the Pharisees. 


In fact, Peter mused, it seemed that Jesus was taking great pains to rile them up and say things that He knew would get a reaction. Why, just today, when the scribes and Pharisees had demanded a sign from Jesus, he had boldly, and none too smartly, Peter thought, labeled them an “evil and adulterous generation.” That's not how to win friends and influence people. Those are fighting words, words that are sure to offend. Peter had no misgivings that Jesus knew, before He even said it, what kind of reaction it would incite.


Silence brought Peter back from his musings. Jesus was done talking, and the disciples moved in for a few minutes of private consultation. Mainly, they needed the Lord to explain this most recent parable. These parables were not easy to interpret, and could be done so in various ways, not all of which were right. Besides, the parables were leaving people confused. And when people get confused, they end up mad or disappointed and then they leave. And not come back. 


Peter took the lead. “Master, uh, let's think this through for a minute. Things were going quite well for a while, but now, not so good. The Pharisees pretty much hate you and we think they are  plotting to get rid of you. You've embarrassed them and challenged them one too many times for their liking. And the crowds, well, the crowds are wondering just who in the world you really are. Earlier today, they accused you of casting out demons by the power of Beelzebub. This is not helping any. Your popularity is rapidly sinking.”


Well, fortunately for the disciples, and for us, Jesus gave the proper interpretation of the parable. Or maybe it's not so fortunate, given the subject matter of this one. Not so fortunate because, with Jesus' explanation, we grasp the meaning and as it sinks in, it makes us frown. It's a sobering lesson from the Great Sower. This parable is first and foremost a sad statement about the ministry of Jesus in first-century Israel. And I dare say it's equally a sad comment on the reality of His ministry in twenty-first century America. 


This parable is God's answer to the question of why. Why, despite Jesus' divine power and despite his efforts to reach out to any and all who came to him, why there were so few Israelites responding in faith and discipleship. And, since the ministry of the church today is an extension of Jesus' ministry in first century Israel, we the church dare not expect any better results. Which again, begs the question of why. Why, despite the potency of the Word of God and the great love that God has shown the world in Christ, why are so few people today responding in faith and discipleship?  


After all, this is Jesus we're talking about. God himself. If there's someone who can most assuredly effectively share the Good news, without a doubt, it's Jesus, the Good News in human flesh. Talk about the One who could preach the perfect sermon. This is the Second person of the Trinity, the one who came to show us the Father. He has the power to heal, raise the dead, cast out demons. Who could possibly resist the Kingdom's call when the King calls? Yet, in spite of Him being God, many are not only resisting, but turning away with a sometimes utterly astounding and unbelievable reaction of disbelief. So, Jesus tells the parable to give his disciples and us the answer to the why question. 


Well, to the parable. The first instance of seed sown falls along a path. Then, birds come and eat it all up. Though Jesus does not use the word “immediately,” we get the impression that is how fast it happens. 


The second time the seed is thrown, it falls on rocky ground. A young plant springs up, but without much soil among the rocks, it doesn't last long as the sun scorches it. A third occurrence of seed cast about falls among thorns. There, as in the second instance, a new plant appears. But the weeds proliferate and crowd out the plant. And finally, the last time the seed is sown, it falls on good soil and plants grow and mature and produce lots of fruit.


Now, to Jesus' explanation. The seed is the Word of the Kingdom, the Word of God. Or, we might even say, the Gospel in general. The Sower is not identified by Jesus in any of the Gospels, but we can surmise correctly, that firstly, the sower is Jesus, and then, by extension, whoever else spreads the Good News, such as prophets, missionaries, pastors, and all believers. Jesus does not delineate how the seed, the Word, is sown, but again, we can rightly surmise it is through speaking or preaching or reading or hearing.  


Firstly, then, some seed lands on a path. We are not told about the soil here, and it would not matter. For before it can even begin to germinate and grow, along comes Satan and somehow, someway, he steals the message of salvation in Christ. In essence, shockingly to us, by taking it away, Satan prevents faith from being born. The Word never stood a chance. Result of this sowing: Massive and complete failure.


Secondly, the Word lands on rocky ground, where here we are told there is not much soil. Ah, but here, the plant begins its growth. Faith is born, yet it is a young, immature, weak and vulnerable faith. Its roots are not deep. Then, trouble comes along. Divorce, long-term illness, job loss, or some other unfortunate life event occurs and the plant withers in the scorching heat of life's travails. Faith doesn't get a chance to mature and sink its roots into the fertile soil of God's Word and it ends in an early death. Result: massive and complete failure again. 


The third group: The Word lands among some thorns. Here, the soil seems to be good, and the plant again has a chance to grow. But so do weeds and thistles. This group represents people who come to faith and begin to follow Jesus, but there's all these distractions. Yes, we know all about distractions. A million and one, and that's a conservative estimate.


Wealth seduces. Pleasures invite. Raising a family distracts. Drugs and alcohol cause loss of control and focus. Credit card debt mounts and the young plant, the new Christian, loses sight of priorities. The plant finds itself surrounded, nearly lost among the plethora of thorns and thistles in this world. Faith slowly asphyxiates, as the proliferation of thorns chokes it. The plant dies a slow and agonizing death. Result: Massive and complete failure. 


So far, the batting average of the Seed is 0 for 3. Three handfuls of seed sown. Three tosses of the seed with no resultant crop to show for all the work. Three out of three unsuccessful attempts to reap the hoped-for harvest. A waste, some would say. Certainly, not a profitable venture. Is this not depressing? You know it is. 


If this were a business, it would quickly be classified a failure. The return on investment so far is nil. Various reasons might be sought. Maybe the method of delivery is bad or the target audience is too broad. Doesn't matter. The results are completely unsatisfactory. Can you imagine what the Board of Directors is going to say about this quarter's profit and loss? Shut it down, now, before the stockholders get wind of this disaster and everyone dumps it.


That's what an assessment of Jesus' ministry would produce. For example: Ten lepers were cleansed, but how many came back, praising God? Right. One. At the time of Jesus, there were as many as 6000 Pharisees, Sadducees, and other rulers of the people, the majority of whom had heard Jesus speak at least once. How many of those came to faith in Christ? Right again. Two. Over ten thousand people were fed bread by the Bread of Life, and one can only guess how many of those were in the rabble, crying out for Jesus' crucifixion. 


By the time Jesus is  on the cross, having sown seed for three years in Galilee, Samaria and Israel, the result is four people standing at the foot of the cross, who we can honestly say are believers, the seed that produced fruit. And one centurion, out of how many soldiers assembled there. 


Three years of daily preaching and teaching. Thousands of miracles He performed. Thousands of lives touched. Ears that heard the Word. Soil that had seed sown upon it. All for what? A handful of people. Seems to be a wasted effort.  


This isn't working. Try something else, Jesus. Go to another continent. Try different methods of delivery. You're wasting seed, massive amounts of it. You wasting time, uselessly sharing the Gospel to those people, who will, as He well knows, not listen at all. You're wasting efforts on soil that is not conducive to growth. 


Or maybe consider using kinder and gentler words. Try more talk of love and acceptance and tolerance, and less talk of picking up crosses and losing life and exclusive access to the Father and loving enemies. Leave out the word “sin.” Change tactics. That's what churches today do, because they think that the Word is ineffective, needs supplemental help from us, or is out of step with the times.  


There's still one group left. Thankfully, the parable ends on a good note. The seed that landed on good soil sprouted and grew into a mature plant and voila, produced fruit.  A hundred, sixty, thirty. Praise God! Result: Great! Success! Party time! 


This parable is God's answer to why any church's mission work often appears to be floundering or producing poor results. Beneath it all is a reality that moves most believers into realms of great fear and dread. And that is this: There's a great battle going on in this world, for the souls of men, women and children. It's a war we cannot even fathom in its intensity. Souls are stake. Yours, mine, and billions of others. 


That is lesson one, probably the most sobering of lessons God wishes to teach us. While I will not use percentages, it is fair to say that in the vast majority of cases, according to this parable of Jesus, the seed planted, the Word of God proclaimed and shared, will not produce results that we would in any stretch of the imagine deem acceptable or desirable. That's sad, but that was the fact of Jesus' ministry and we dare not expect anything else in ours.  


A second lesson is that the Word and the fruit that is produces should elicit shouts of joy and hearts overflowing with thanksgiving to God. The Word of God was planted in your heart, by parents, relatives, pastors, who knows who else. Haphazardly, maybe. Over and over in some cases. For a while, it may have seemed a wasted effort. You may have rebelled against the church. You may have wandered from the faith. You may have followed after other gods. 


But, unseen, down among the rocks and thistles of your heart, it took root. Slowly, ever so slowly, a young plant of faith grew. And then, it blossomed and good works, abundant good works, burst forth, in your life. Fruit that God gladly and joyfully receives as work done to His glory. 


Today and every Sunday, in churches across this land and the world, are gathered before the Lord the results of reckless sowing of the seed. There you are, all of you, the result of seed that landed and produced a crop, a hundred fold, sixty, thirty. Your ears have heard and your heart has believed and you are saved by grace through faith in Christ. 


A third lesson is to marvel at the longsuffering and generosity of God. Note the liberal abandon with which the seed is sown. It is tossed not just on specific areas that were scoped out beforehand as probable places of success, but it is sown everywhere. Indeed, wastefully. The sowing of the seed in such a careless way describes very truthfully God's wide open invitation to all mankind. It is a sure indication of God's amazing grace in action.


A last lesson is this: We live in a world that is hostile to Christianity. Therefore, we live vigilantly, always aware of dangers lurking around every corner. The message of the cross is foolishness to the world. Satan persecutes, attacks and threatens every day in oh so many ways. Yes, wealth, worries and woes can adversely affect faith, so much so that sometimes, they can snuff out faith, if we are not careful to walk according to God's Commands. We repent of our sins, so they do not become thorns that threaten our faith. We receive the forgiveness that is our in Christ and that gift fertilizes the ground in which our faith continues to grow and be sustained. 


Today, in twenty-first century America, we are some of the sowers of the Word. We are to sow the Word and Sacraments and only the Word and Sacraments, because these are the only seeds that God has supplied us with to sow. We sow and let God make take responsibility for its growth where and when He wills. 


It will not always work. It will sometimes be met with opposition, rejection, animosity or shrugs of indifference. We have no control over the results or the reactions. For if we think we do, then we have the power to allow or prevent people from entering heaven. We do not have that power. The mission we have been given by God is to sow the seed, as liberally and freely as Jesus did. 


So we sow. And sow and sow. This Word will always accomplish that for which it is sent. And when it does grow, and it will, and someone does come to faith, we rejoice with the angels in heaven. Then, we set about nurturing that tender plant, so that it will produce fruit, a hundredfold, sixty, thirty, one. And thanks be to God for all the plants, our fellow believers in Christ, and whoever it was that sowed the Word in our life. Amen. 

