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Isaiah 55.10–13; Matthew 13.1–9, 18–23

When I was 14 years old, a friend and I went to stay at my grandmother’s house. She 

saw two growing teenage lads and went into full extravagant catering mode. The thing I

remember was a crumble and custard pudding. Gran brought out a jug a bit like this 

one [show jug] full of a pint of custard for the two of us. Which seems like quite a lot. 

But the real problem was that the large bowls we had in front of us were already full to 

the brim with crumble. We had to eat a fair bit before there was even any space for 

custard. I think we managed in the end. But it took a while.

There’s an old image from the early centuries of the church, of God’s word being as 

gentle as water but our hearts being as hard as stone. God’s word as gentle as water; our

hearts as hard as stone.

I always used to hear the parable of the sower as a challenge to my own personal 

response to God. Am I the good soil, someone who hears the word and understands it 

and even bears fruit? Or am I the one who endures only for a while, or one who lets the

lure of wealth and the cares of the world choke the message, meaning it yields nothing?

Maybe you hear it like that too. Is it too easy to assume we are the good soil, because 

(after all) we’re the ones who are still here? Or is it too easy to feel despondent because 

it’s hard to see what fruit we might bear? Perhaps neither of those outcomes gets us 

very far. Either we just pat ourselves on the back and continue feeling superior if we 

think we’re the good soil, or we lash ourselves on the back and are overcome with 

shame if we think we’re the stony ground.

Or is the parable a challenge to our mission as a church? Should we be careful about 

how we manage our resources? Should we plan strategically about where and how we 

share God’s message of good news, so we maximise the fruitfulness? Should we avoid 

wasting our effort in the stony ground, so we focus on the good soil where we can be 

more sure of a response? Maybe you hear it like that. And again, we might just need to 

notice that this kind of thinking can mean either we don’t see our privilege or we see 

nothing but shame.

Or is the parable actually about the sower? We’ve given many of Jesus’s parables a title 

which usually just isn’t there in the text. Many Bibles have them printed in bold type 

— but those bold-type headings in Bibles aren’t actually there in the original. They’re 

only there to help us find passages in the text. That’s helpful when you’re flicking 

through your Bible trying to find a particular thing, but it’s also unfortunate in that 

sometimes our understanding of the text gets coloured by the words of the title. But 

this passage, this parable, is actually given a title in the text. It is ‘the parable of the 

sower’.

But even when the meaning is written out in the text, it’s not always easy to understand

all the shades of meaning in a parable, or indeed in anything else. Perhaps if it was so 
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easy we’d end up on the rocky ground, where we hear and respond quickly but too soon

we run out of what we need.

The sower in this story doesn’t seem to care so much about what we might call the 

‘right place’ to sow. The sower just keeps on sowing. The sower just keeps on sowing. 

The seed won’t always grow. And the sower just keeps on sowing. The plant won’t 

always survive. And the sower just keeps on sowing.

God’s message, God’s love, is generously given. And not just generous, but generous to 

the point of profligacy, of what seems like wastefulness. The ridiculously large jug of 

custard on top of a ridiculously large crumble. To our modern ears, the parable of the 

sower sounds like a terrible waste. So much seed misses what we would think of as the 

target. In our mechanised days of carefully-placed seed very little goes astray. To our 

understanding the seed is spread willy-nilly. Here, there and everywhere. But listen 

again to the words from Isaiah:

For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven,

   and do not return there until they have watered the earth,

making it bring forth and sprout,

   giving seed to the sower and bread to the eater, 

so shall my word be that goes out from my mouth;

  it shall not return to me empty,

but it shall accomplish that which I purpose,

   and succeed in the thing for which I sent it. 

God’s word being spread far and wide may look random, sporadic and inefficient from 

our point of view but that doesn’t mean that it is at all random, sporadic or inefficient 

from God’s point of view.

The message of the Kingdom, the message that following God’s way of love is what we 

should commit ourselves to, that message is meant to be broadcast, in the old farming 

sense of throwing out the seed widely. Life-giving water coming down to earth from 

the heavens.

God sends out the word knowing that not everything will work as it might. Some, as 

our common English idiom has it; some might well fall on stony ground; an idiom 

which comes from the parable, of course. But God trusts us and has faith in us. Some of

the water which falls from the heavens might seem to be wasted. Some of the seed 

might seem to fall on such barren ground that is is utterly wasted. But God will see to 

it that the word, the message, will not return empty without accomplishing the 

purpose.

Let God be God. Our hearts may sometimes be as hard as stone, but God’s word, God’s 

love, God’s grace is gentle as water. And the sower just keeps on sowing.

I started with the custard jug. And I finish with a stone [show stone]. A stone worn 

smooth by who knows how long of water washing over it? The sower just keeps on 

sowing.
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