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Text: Luke 8:1-15 
Sermon: The Parable of the Sower 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 In our lesson last week we saw a woman anoint the feet of Jesus with 

her tears and with perfume.  She had been a notorious sinner, but Jesus had 

called her to himself and granted her forgiveness of her many sins.  In 

gratitude she offered Jesus the devotion of her heart and life.  As we come to 

our lesson today we find that Jesus has blessed other women as well; he is 

traveling about Galilee with the twelve disciples and with a number of 

women who had been touched by his healing ministry.  Three are mentioned.  

Mary Magdalene became a disciple after having been delivered of seven evil 

spirits.  Joanna, the wife of Cuza, the chief steward of Herod’s household, 

may very well have been converted through the testimony of John the 

Baptist who, as you know, was being held prisoner in Herod’s palace.  The 

Susanna that is mentioned here is mentioned nowhere else in the Bible.  All 

we know is that she, along with a number of other women, was instrumental 

in furthering the ministry of Jesus, providing for him and his disciples out of 

their own pockets. 



 In his commentary of this portion of Luke’s Gospel, J. C. Ryle makes 

several interesting points.  First, he reminds us that, like these women, we 

are to be diligent in ministering to the glory God and the building up of his 

kingdom while it is still day.  You see, today is the only day in which we can 

act with mercy.  In the world to come there will be no mercy.  Think of it.  In 

heaven there will be no ignorant to instruct, no spiritually darkened to 

illumine, no distressed to relieve, no sorrowful to comfort.  And as for those 

who are justly suffering their condemnation in hell, the day of grace and 

mercy will be forever passed.  Today is the day of mercy.  

 The second thing Ryle noticed was the powerful grace that had acted 

upon the women, grace that allowed them to persevere in difficult 

circumstances.  Ryle noted that it was not the women who sold Jesus for 

thirty pieces of silver.  It was not the women who forsook the Lord in the 

Garden of Gethsemane and fled from the Lord’s side.  Nor was it the women 

who had denied Jesus three times in the courtyard.  They were, instead, the 

ones who wailed and lamented when Christ was led out to be crucified.  

They were the ones who stood at the cross to the bitter end.  They were the 

ones who were first to the grave on Easter Sunday and Mary Magdalene was 

the first to meet the risen Lord.  God’s grace to these women was grace 



abundant and in response they helped and supported the Lord and his 

ministry with what they had. 

 Not everybody, however, was as faithful as these women were and so 

Jesus, when a large crowd had gathered around him, told a parable.  Before 

we get to the details let me say something about parables.  The word parable 

is a compound word.  The first part is “para”.  “Para” means “along side.”  A 

paralegal is a person who works alongside a lawyer.  A para church 

organization, like, for example, the Billy Graham Association, is an 

organization that works alongside the church.  Parallel lines run alongside 

one another forever.  The second part of the word, the “ble” part, comes 

from the word “ballo,” which means to throw.  From “ballo” we get the 

word ballistic.  It’s interesting that when military men speak about 

intercontinental ballistic missiles they talk about “throw weight.”  A parable, 

then, is a story that has another meaning thrown alongside its obvious 

meaning.  And that is exactly what we have here in what some people call 

“The Parable of the Sower” and other people call “The Parable of the Soils.”  

The true meaning of the story is not about first century agricultural 

techniques and hazards.  There is another meaning “alongside”.  Let’s look 

at the lesson. 



 A farmer went out to sow his seed.  As he was scattering the 
seed, some fell along the path; it was trampled on, and the birds of the 
air ate it up.  Some fell on rock, and when it came up, the plants 
withered because they had no moisture.  Other seed fell among thorns, 
which grew up with it and choked the plants.  Still other seed fell on 
good soil.  It came up and yielded a crop, a hundred times more than 
was sown. 

The four different soil conditions correspond to four different heart 

conditions.  When the Bible talks about the heart it is talking about what a 

person is in his inmost being.  The heart indicates the real me—the real you.  

And it indicates the real you, the real me, as we really are, not as we think 

we are.  Helmut Thielicke, a wartime German pastor with a heart for Jesus, 

explained the difference this way.   

 I once found myself in the company of some car owners, each 
of whom sang the praises of his own automobile.  One said, “I have a 
car that can cruise effortlessly at 85 on the interstate.”  The other said, 
“You should have seen the way mine handled Pikes Peak!  No vapour 
lock or overheating, whereas the luxury cars had to pull over and cool 
off!” ...They acted precisely as if those cars of theirs had become 
themselves and therefore they had been bragging about themselves.   
 Another experience of the same sort happened when I told a 
student, “You are quite a gifted young man.”  He blushed at that, as 
though I had praised him.  I then said to him, “You don’t need to 
blush, because it wasn’t at all my intention to call you a fine fellow of 
a great guy.  I merely said that you have been granted gifts which were 
not of your own making.  They have really been bestowed on you.  So 
you don’t need to blush.”... 
 Human beings have a most remarkable inclination to identify 
with anything that adds to their prestige or lifts their social standing, 
be it an automobile, a powerful position in business or politics, or 
their intellectual abilities.  They latch on to these things and identify 
with them to the point of saying, “This is who I am.” 



 On the other hand I could recount cases where exactly the 
opposite happened—where someone said, “That’s not me.”  There is 
the defendant who is being tried for murder.  He and his attorney take 
great pains to show that the environment in which he grew up, his 
disadvantaged home, and his ill-fated development fostered criminal 
tendencies—in fact, caused them in the first place.  Thus, to a certain 
extent, he is to be excused. 

Well, in our lesson today Jesus describes four different soils—four different 

heart conditions—and there is no getting around it, each of us is in one 

category or the other.  That being the case it is best that we examine 

ourselves soberly, seriously and accurately to determine where it is that we 

fit.  We had best not fool ourselves, for if we do the consequences will be 

eternal. 

 The four different heart conditions can be described in this way: the 

unresponsive heart, the impulsive heart, the preoccupied heart and the 

responsive heart.  Unresponsive, impulsive, preoccupied and responsive.  

Let’s take them one at a time.   

“As he was scattering the seed, some fell along the path; it was 

trampled on and the birds of the air ate it up.”  The unresponsive heart is the 

hardened heart.  It is like the soil along the pathways that line the fields of 

Israel.  This soil has been trampled down for years and years as people 

walked upon it, and so when the seed falls there it simply sits on top.  It 



can’t sink in.  Then the birds come along—the devil, the devil’s workers—

and eat the seed up.  The hardened heart cannot receive the seed of the 

gospel.   

Now the question that naturally arises is this: What makes the heart 

hard?  There is only one answer.  Sin.  It works like this.  Sin hardens the 

heart and then the hardened heart sins some more.  And then it hardens 

further.  And so on and so in a vicious cycle.  The person described here in 

this parable is the person described in Romans 1.  His hardness begins with 

godlessness.  This brings about the suppression of the truth about God.  That 

leads in turn to spiritual ignorance and from there to degraded morals and 

lifestyles.  Finally it ends up, not simply with an embracing of sin, but with 

the approval of sin in others.   

You can think of it this way: The natural, unregenerate man is an 

evangelist of sin.  He loves sin and longs to spread it as far and wide as 

possible.  To put it another way, the natural man, the man who has not been 

born again, hates the things of God.  He hates everything about God.  All of 

God’s attributes are hateful to him.  His holiness.  His immutability.  His 

omniscience.  His omnipotence.  His sovereignty.  The response of the 



unregenerate is a willful, frustrated scream of hatred directed against Jesus: 

“We will not have this man to rule over us.” 

The second type of soil was rocky and shallow.  This soil represents 

the heart that is shallow, superficial and impulsive.  As Jesus says, the people 

with this type of heart “receive the word with joy when they hear it, but they 

have no root.  They believe for a while, but in the time of testing they fall 

away.”  There are many who fall into this category.  Their stories are familiar 

ones.  They hear the word and respond.  They begin to take part in the life of 

the church.  They attend one worship service, or even two on Sunday.  

Perhaps they take part in a number of organizations.  They may even be 

baptized, or make profession of faith.  They are filled with a great initial 

excitement.  But then something happens.  They have an argument with 

someone in the church.  Or a pastor disappoints them.  Or they lose a loved 

one and cannot figure out how God could allow that to happen.  Perhaps 

they take sick, or have a serious financial setback.  And just as suddenly as 

they seemed to embrace the faith they fall away.   

What has happened?  The short answer is that they were never born 

again.  Perhaps they didn’t count the cost of following the Lord.  Perhaps 

they didn’t really understand what was involved.  There is a lot of “easy 

believism” in the church today.  That is a creed that speaks of God’s grace 



but not of the cost of repentance or the narrow road of sanctification.  It is 

amazing the number of people who profess to be Christians who don’t know 

some of the most basic teachings of Jesus.  When they find out, some are 

horrified.  “Do you really mean I am a hell-bound sinner?  That God does 

not find my works acceptable?  That my charity and my devotion to my 

family count for nothing towards my salvation?”  “Yes, I mean just that.  

Unless you come to Christ with nothing you cannot come to Christ at all.”  

“That can’t be right.  It’s not fair.  If that is what you hold, I want none of it.”  

Beloved, it is tragic, but it happens. 

The next example is that of the seed falling amid the thorns.  This 

represents the heart that is strangled by the things of the world—the 

preoccupied heart.  As Jesus says, “the seed that fell among thorns stands for 

those who hear, but as they go on their way they are choked by life’s 

worries, riches and pleasures, and they do not mature.”  There was a rich 

young ruler who came to Jesus.  He wanted the secret to everlasting life.  

Jesus, who searches us on the inside, saw into his heart immediately.  He 

took a look at what it was inside the man that claimed his allegiance over 

and above God.  It was his riches, so his riches would have to go.  “Sell all 

you have and then come and follow me.”  The rich young man couldn’t do 

it.  His wealth had strangled out his love for God.   



What a great danger there is in this for us today—today perhaps more 

so than at any other time in history.  We are so rich.  Our lives are cluttered 

up with things.  This struck me while I was pondering this particular point.  

Whenever we have a garage sale we make somewhere between $500 and 

$1,000.  Most of the items on sale go for ten, twenty-five or fifty cents.  I 

wonder what each item sold for originally?  Five dollars?  Ten?  Perhaps 

more.  Those garage sale items point out how quickly the value of mere 

things disappears.  God grant us grace that we might never be trapped by the 

allure of the world’s treasures, treasures that rust and fade, treasures that the 

moths destroy.   

And, as James Boice pointed out, there is another thing that must be 

taken in to account here.  The action of the thorns to strangle the plant is a 

slow action.  It doesn’t happen overnight.  It takes time.  Boice writes,  

Beware of that if you either have possessions or are on your merry 
way to acquiring them.  Above all, beware if you are saying, “I need to 
provide for myself now.  I’ll think about spiritual things when I’m older.”  
Jesus warned against that in another story about a man whose fields 
produced such a good crop that he tore down his barns and built bigger ones, 
saying to himself, “You have plenty of good things laid up for many years.  
Take life easy; eat, drink and be merry.”  Jesus’ words were, ‘You fool!  This 
very night your life will be demanded from you.  Then who will get what 
you have prepared for yourself?” 



Beloved, today is the day of grace.  Today is the day of salvation.  Tomorrow 

may very will be too late.  Don’t let “Almost Persuaded” be your theme 

song.   

 The last type of soil represents the responsive heart.  This is the heart 

that receives the gospel in the same way good soil receives seeds.  This soil 

produces a good crop, “yielding a hundred times more than was sown.”  

Now this indicates that the only evidence of a genuine conversion is found in 

the bearing of the fruit of good work.  It also indicates that the presence of 

the good fruit, more than the amount, is the important thing in the matter of 

assurance and security.  But the main point of our Lord’s parable is this: 

Only the open heart receives the benefit of gospel preaching.  Only the open 

heart is saved.     

 So here is the question Jesus brings you today.  Is your heart an open 

heart, responsive to the gospel?  Have you let the gospel sink down deep into 

your heart and take root?  And having sunk in, has it turned you away from 

sin and self and kept you walking in the way of the Lord?   That is what the 

gospel does for those who belong to God.  Has it happened to you?  If it has, 

rejoice and give thanks.  Praise God for all you are worth, for his salvation 

has come to your house.   



But what if it hasn’t?  What if you say to me, “Ken, my heart has not 

proved to be good soil for the gospel.  I wish it were.  But it isn’t.  It’s hard 

or shallow or full of thorns.  What can I do?”  The answer is you can’t do 

anything any more than barren soil can change its nature.  But while you can 

do nothing, there is one who can.  There is a gardener who is able to take the 

hardest soil and break it up, who can uproot thorns and remove rocks.  That 

is where your hope is to be found—in this gardener—not in yourself.  This is 

a word the gardener gave to the prophet Ezekiel: 

 I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will be clean; I will 
cleanse you from all your impurities and from all your idols.  I will 
give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from 
you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh.  And I will put 
my Spirit in you and move you to follow my decrees and be careful to 
keep my laws. 

That same gardener meets us in the Table that is spread before us.  He says, 

“Come, you who are meek and lowly, barren and hard pressed, weary, 

hungry and thirsty.  For too long you have looked to yourself for help and 

comfort.  Look to me instead.  You will find in me food that satisfies and 

living waters that fully quench the fiercest thirst.”   

Beloved, what is impossible with men is possible with God.  Look to 

him and be transformed, that you may bear a rich crop of good works unto 

the glory of his holy name.  In Christ’s name.  AMEN. 




