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First Presbyterian Church July 16, 2017 
Rev. Jesse Garner  Genesis 25:19-34; Romans 8:1-11; Matt 13:1-9, 18-23 

Sowing the Seeds 

There are two kinds of stories in the Bible that made an impression on me even as a young 
child, two kinds of stories that I remember hearing at a very young age.  One kind, not 
surprisingly, were the stories that actually involved children, stories like David and Goliath, 
God’s calling the boy Samuel one night as he slept, and of course, the stories of Jesus’ birth, all of 
them stories that I, as a child myself, could identify with. 

The other kind of stories I remember, though, are the stories that for some reason bothered 
me, stories where there was something about them that even as a child just didn’t seem right to 
me.  People doing things for which—in my child’s mind—they should have been punished, and 
yet were rewarded.  For example, the story we read just a couple of weeks ago, when're Abraham 
is held up as a paragon of faith for being willing to sacrifice his own child, a story that for rather 
obvious reasons is deeply troubling to a child. 

Our Old Testament lesson for today is another story that falls into that category.  It is one of 
two stories in this part of Genesis that involve first the birthright, and then the blessing that 
rightfully belong to Esau, but which his twin brother Jacob manages to wrest from him under 
what are at best questionable circumstances.  Now as a child, both of these stories bothered me, 
and not only because, like Esau, I was the older son in our family with a very sly and crafty 
younger brother.  But even to a child it’s painfully clear that Jacob takes advantage of his brother 
here, and what is more, it’s not just Esau he snookers, but his own father, too, his blind father 
Isaac, who thinks he’s giving his blessing to Esau, only to discover later that his other son Jacob 
has flat out deceived him.  Clearly not the kind of behavior that was encouraged in Sunday 
School. 

That’s quite true, because there is very clearly here a different standard.  Encountering such 
“different standards” can cause problems for us when we read such stories in the Bible, because 
they are a challenge to the way we normally think in church about the world and our place in it.  
If we’re honest about it, such stories may even disturb us.  While the Biblical stories that fall into 
this category are mostly found in the Old Testament (and particularly the book of Genesis), there 
are some in the New Testament, too, including some of the most famous stories in all the Bible, 
that being the parables of Jesus.  In fact, the only reason these stories don’t disturb us more than 
they do, don’t seem as strange as many of them really and truly are, is that we’ve heard them all 
so many times that we don’t really listen to them anymore, and therefore don’t notice just how 
much they challenge the way we normally view the world and how things are supposed to work.  
Ironically, it’s often only as a child, that we actually hear these stories as they really are, and so 
grasp just how strange they are. 

Take our gospel lesson this morning, the parable of the sower, in many ways the 
quintessential parable of Jesus.  By that, I don’t mean it’s the best or even the most important 
parable; it’s certainly not my own personal favorite.  But it is the parable that creates a pattern for 
all the other parables that follow.  It’s no accident that it involves someone sowing seeds, because 
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that fact is critical to what Jesus is talking about, and not just here, but throughout his ministry.  
In fact, in two important ways, this parable sets the tone for everything that follows.  For just as 
in the case of the sower, first, the fruits of our efforts are revealed only in the future, and 
sometimes the distant future, and second, our efforts bear fruit in ways we cannot always predict 
or even imagine. 

What do I mean by that?  Recall the parable.  Remember we’re not talking here about a farmer 
sitting on a John Deere tractor planting corn in Iowa where the nearest rock is probably in the 
next county.  We’re talking about someone sowing seeds on the rocky hills of ancient Palestine, 
where fertile plots of land are few and far between, little pockets of good soil spread amidst the 
rocks and weeds.  By sowing, we mean throwing handfuls of seed into the air, hoping that at least 
some fall on good soil.  To use the word that originally meant precisely this, the sower is 
broadcasting the seeds. 

Jesus says here that some of the seed, not surprisingly, fell on the hard soil of paths, some fell 
on rocky ground, some among weeds, and finally some—but only some—did fall on good soil.  
Of course, the farmer didn’t set out to sow seed in areas where it wouldn’t grow, but where it 
would and would not grow was not always obvious in many places, so all the farmer could do 
was spread the seed around, and hope that some of it would fall on what would prove to be fertile 
soil.  Because even though only some would do so, still that seed would bear fruit with such 
abundance as to more than make up for those seeds which did not. 

Now in two very important ways, that describes the essence of discipleship, the challenge 
that Jesus is setting before us.  He’s saying here that if you want to be his disciple, this is what it’s 
going to be like.  It’s going to be like planting seeds which are going to bear fruit, if at all, only at 
some point down the road, perhaps way down the road, and maybe even not during your 
lifetime.  What is more, you won’t always know which of your efforts are going to prove to be 
fruitful.  And almost of a certainty, you know that some—maybe even most—of your efforts will 
not bear fruit. 

The fact is, not everyone can deal with that.  Can deal with the prospect of working hard year 
after year, sometimes working your whole life, without ever seeing your efforts bear fruit.  That’s 
not easy for anyone to do.  One of the best examples of that is the famous Scottish missionary Dr. 
David Livingstone who spent his entire adult life attempting to establish the gospel in southern 
Africa without any success at all during his lifetime.  Never had even a single convert to 
Christianity!  But years later, the seeds he planted bore fruit with incredible abundance, so much 
so that Africa today is the most Christian continent in the whole world.  But can you imagine 
doing that yourself?  I mean, spending your whole life working on something, the fruits of which 
you would never see? 

That’s tough.  But that’s not the hardest part.  The hardest part is dealing with the possibility, 
the painful possibility, that your efforts, again perhaps even your whole life, may not bear any 
fruit at all, may turn out to be—in the terms of the parable—the seeds that fall on rocky or weed 
infested soil.  Can you deal, then, with having to be content that though your own efforts have 
not borne fruit, to put it bluntly, your own efforts have failed, but that someone else’s have 
succeeded, that it is someone else’s seeds that have fallen on fertile ground, and have borne fruit, 
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thirty, sixty, a hundred-fold?  Can you handle that?  That someone else was incredibly successful, 
while you were seemingly a total failure whose efforts bore no fruit at all? 

But that—Jesus is telling us here—is what discipleship is all about, and it’s just as true for us 
today as it was for the disciples in Jesus’ own time.  In fact, that’s even more foreign to the way 
we usually think than it was for the disciples back then, because our society today is so focused 
on the individual and on the present, that everyone expects our own efforts to bear fruit with 
predictable abundance, and do so right now.  That’s just not going to happen in the church today.  
Maybe in the 1950’s, but not now.  Because today, the church struggles just to make its voice 
heard, struggles even to understand its own mission at a time when our society, and the church’s 
place within that society, are undergoing such rapid changes as to make keeping a steady and 
predictable course all but impossible. 

It’s not clear anymore—perhaps it never was, but it’s certainly not clear now—what the 
church is actually called to be in contemporary American society, a society in which the present 
is absolutely all that matters, and which gives little if any thought for tomorrow, to say nothing 
of the next generation.  As a society, we’re mortgaging the future simply to pay for our current 
consumption, with little thought given to those who will inherit our mess, our mess economically, 
socially, and environmentally.  The only question that anyone seems to ask today is “What’s in it 
for me right now?”  In such a world, how do you proclaim the gospel?  A gospel that has very 
different expectations. 

Yet that’s precisely what we are called to do.  For just like the disciples of Jesus, we are called 
to be out there sowing the seeds of the church’s future, certainly hoping that the gospel message 
will fall on receptive ears, but knowing full well that it may not.  And keeping in mind that this 
is not a question of whether or not we’re successful.  It’s about whether or not the gospel message 
is heard, and whether it’s us or someone else who sowed the seeds that fall on fertile ground 
doesn’t matter all.  Because it’s not about us.  It’s about the gospel being heard. 

But just as in the parable of the sower, it’s never clear exactly how we should do that, exactly 
what it is we should be doing, exactly where it is that our actions might fall like seeds on fertile 
soil.  And so, like the sower, we must be willing to spread our seeds far and wide, must be willing 
to try a lot of things, never knowing which of our efforts are going to be successful and which are 
not, all in the hope that some of them will bear fruit.  It’s not a job for the faint of heart, which is 
why—of course—it takes faith. 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, 
to whom be all glory and honor, forever and ever… 

 


