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Pastor Bob Popma
“Open our Eyes”
“To See and Hear the Truth so We Grow”
Matthew 13:1-23

So what’s a parable? A parable is an illustration taken from what is common knowledge to the audience to teach in a metaphorical way religious truths that need to be known. The classic examples are found here in Matthew 13 when Jesus begins many of them ‘The kingdom of God is like …’, then He gives an illustration from daily life (‘treasure hidden in a field…’ or tells a story (‘There was a man who had a vineyard …’). The Hebrew word for parable means ‘to resemble, similar’. The Greek word adds the idea of ‘to come alongside, to compare’. So Jesus is teaching things about God that people should be able to grasp from everyday illustrations. 

But not everyone got the point. Why did some hear and others not hear? When Jesus uses the word ‘hear’ His Jewish audience hears ‘shema’. Jesus spoke Aramaic which was a similar dialect to Hebrew. The Aramaic word for ‘hear’ is the same as the Hebrew word ‘Shema’. Hebrew verbs like hear, love, be kind are not thought words they are action words. So to hear meant to listen to what was said and do it. No different than your parents reminding you ‘Did you not hear me when I said ‘Do the dishes’? And the incorrect was ‘Yes, you spoke very clearly with good pronunciation.’ No! They expected the hearing to equate doing! So, with the parables ‘He who has ears to hear let him hear’ meant you will show that you understand by how you respond.

Telling parables was a very Jewish way of teaching. Jesus did not invent them. There are hundreds of parables recorded from around the time of Jesus, some of which were very similar to Jesus’. There are a few parables that are similar to the parable of the sower/soils here that talk about four kinds of disciples. Lazy, distracted, troubled , and the obedient 
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disciple. But the Rabbis told these parables about disciples of the Torah/Word. And the best disciple was one who studied the Torah, memorizing it and reciting; not necessarily doing it. This is where Jesus and the Rabbis differed. 


Here in the parable of the sower Jesus explains why He taught in parables, since the disciples asked (most likely afterwards but Matthew puts it here in the middle for various reasons). Up until this point (as all the gospel writers seem to tell us) Jesus hasn’t done this or very little. So in the disciple’s question we can probably infer ‘Why are You now teaching the people in parables? And the answer to that question is found as we skim through Ch. 12. 

While Jesus’ popularity with the people increased, the Pharisees hatred toward Him increased. So they accuse Him of working on the Sabbath when His disciples picked grain and Jesus responded with two stinging ‘Haven’t you read what David did …’ (v.3) and ‘Haven’t you read in the Law …’ (v.5) and then the accusatory statement in v.7 ‘If you had known what these words mean …’ quoting Hosea. The religious leaders knew the Law in and out, but only in their heads not in their hearts.
Then they try and trap Jesus when He heals a man with a shrivelled hand on the Sabbath, and we read in 12:14,

“But the Pharisees went out and plotted how they might kill Jesus.”
Wasn’t murder against God’s Law? Of course, but they were so indignant that they believed they were still keeping the Law by getting rid of this Law-breaking blasphemer in their eyes. At the end of Ch. 12 they even accuse Jesus of casting out demons because He’s a demon – like, that makes sense! So at this point Jesus begins to use parables more so that His teaching is understandable to those who follow Him but some-

3

what veiled to those who don’t believe Him. Not that that is 
clearly distinct as we’ll see. 


So Jesus tells the parable of the soils at this point. The parable is fairly straight forward as he explains it. The seed is the message of the Kingdom and its being cast about. The sower can be Jesus but it can also be us as we go about sharing it. But like seed thrown on different soils, the truth of God is responded to differently depending on the receptivity of the soil/heart. In His explanation as to why He tells parables Jesus says,

11 He replied, “The knowledge of the secrets of the kingdom of heaven has been given to you, but not to them. 12 Whoever has will be given more, and he will have an abundance. Whoever does not have, even what he has will be taken from him. 13 This is why I speak to them in parables: 
“Though seeing, they do not see; 
though hearing, they do not hear or understand. 
14 In them is fulfilled the prophecy of Isaiah: 
“ ‘You will be ever hearing but never understanding; 
you will be ever seeing but never perceiving. 
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For this people’s heart has become calloused; 
they hardly hear with their ears, 
and they have closed their eyes. 
Otherwise they might see with their eyes, 
hear with their ears, understand with their hearts 
and turn, and I would heal them.’

Jesus makes no apology that some receive the truth while others will not. And He God’s direct words to Isaiah to point out that understanding the truth is under the sovereign umbrella of God. There are two ways to react to this; 1) God is unfair that some should believe Him while others will not. That’s the self-centered ‘I deserve to know the truth too’ response. The 

Better response is,

Jesus used Parables to Help His Disciples

Appreciate God’s Grace
(13:10-12, 16-17)


If we are all sinners who fall short of the glory of God, no one deserves to understand the truth. That God enables any of us to grasp spiritual truths is totally of His grace. And even here the disciples are only beginning to understand these things. It takes time. They don’t understand all the parables immediately. But they do believe Jesus is sent from God and is His Son. They do not fully understand that the kingdom has begun not with force over the Romans but with love formed from a servant’s heart, as Jesus modelled. Jesus makes no apology that the disciples have been given the secrets to the kingdom while others had not. It’s a reminder that
God alone opens our hearts to His truth
(vv.10-12)


Which is a relief to you and I as we cast the seed of the gospel and the response is small. But its not up to us to save anyone, that is a work of God in the heart of the individual. He plows the furrows of the heart to make it receptive to the seed of the Word. He did that in your heart and mine. 


The word ‘secrets’ has confused many to interpret parables as if we have to discover the secret meaning in them. People allegorize the different characters in the parable and make them something they are not. The word ‘secret’ literally means that which was previously unknown. Here, Jesus means that the disciples know things that previous generations – especially the prophets – didn’t know. This section in vv.10-17 begins and ends with the blessing that the disciples have. Jesus said,


But blessed are your eyes because they see, and your ears because they hear. 17 For I tell you the truth, many prophets 
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and righteous men longed to see what you see but did not see it, and to hear what you hear but did not hear it.

And you and I have the full revelation of the completed Bible as well as 2000 more years of history with more prophecies fulfilled and a better understanding of the end times will happen.

Each generation is privileged to understand God’s plans


more than the previous
(vv.16-17)


The whole emphasis on the disciples’ response to the truth is that you have been by blessed by God to know God and how He works (at least partially) in the world. It is only by grace any of us are receptive to the truth. God wants to be known. We don’t know who will respond to the truth, only God does. That’s why its our job to cast the seed of the gospel praying for family and friends that their hearts might be open to the truth of God and they might hear and believe and then follow Jesus also. Somehow God has arranged us to partner with Him in making disciples of Jesus Christ. The Spirit takes the Word and our testimonies and speaks to the hearts and minds of would be disciples, yet at the same time giving those who reject it the opportunities to have heard. I like how Jesus answers the question of the disciples by beginning and ending with the fact that if they think they are better than anyone else because they’ve heard, then they don’t understand the grace of God.

And now they also know why,

Jesus used Parables to Help His Disciples Know

Why Others Reject Him
(13:13-15)


Jesus explains that He uses parables as a way of presenting truth to unbelievers so that we will know they don’t respond. The three soils are three different ways people reject 
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the truth. Satan blinds people to the truth according to 2 Cor. 4:4 and he’ll do it any way he can. To some it disappears quickly. They want nothing to do with God. They just want to live for themselves. It’s in one ear and out the other. Some make a decision without counting the cost. They say ‘sure’ to accepting Christ but when they are persecuted for doing so, they choose to abandon Christ. These aren’t people who lost their salvation. These are people who never thought it fully through and realized what it takes. Nowhere in the Bible does it tell us to get people to make decisions for Jesus, to make disciples/followers of Jesus. The next group makes an initial positive response too but the lures of worldly wealth and worries of life choke out the gospel. They don’t think God can meet their needs. They don’t trust Him for their needs. There is no fruit because there was no root. Like an inch of dirt on top of 3 feet of rock or like a weed infested field. Some reject the truth
Even though they hear the same message
(vv.13-14)


Jesus now quotes Isaiah in Is. 6. There God called Isaiah to go preach the Israelites that Babylon is coming. And God told them they will hear it but not want it. Why?

To show the hardness of our hearts

(v.15)

Like Pharaoh of Egypt, the more evidence of God’s existence was shown through the plagues, the harder his heart got. He didn’t believe. He didn’t want to believe. Many Israelites didn’t believe God would judge Israel through the Babylonian exile. Read Jeremiah 7, same story. The people just assumed because they were God’s people that the prophets were just blowing off steam. ‘We have the temple! We’re the chosen people! We have the covenant! Go prophecy somewhere else!’ 
But God’s Word is always true and accomplishes the purposes He has for it (Is. 55:11), including revealing the hardness of people’s hearts who don’t want it. Yet on the other hand, there were (and always are ) some who ‘hear with their ears, 
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Understand with their hearts and turn and are healed’.

I also believe there’s another reason why Jesus spoke in parables that applies to us, His followers.

Jesus used Parables to Challenge the Receptivity

of our own Hearts

(13:18-23)


While the parable means that some people respond to the gospel while others do not, there is a couple of ways we can apply it to ourselves. The first is that you and I need to take seriously the role of sowing the seed of the Word of God. And we have to remember from the parable;

There is no fruit without the sowing of seed


The Word must get out. People need to hear the gospel in order to be saved. Paul said in Rom. 10:17,

17 So faith comes from hearing, and hearing by the word of Christ.
The Word will accomplish the work for which God sends it. Sometimes He sends it harden people’s hard hearts and make them accountable. Other times He sends it because people will respond. We have no idea who will respond. Sometimes we share God’s Word with people with hard hearts. Other times we share it and people make an initial response but like the parable, they fall away because of the business of life, pursuit of wealth or they don’t believe God can solve their problems. Or because their friends and family turn on them for following Jesus. That’s why we need to pray for God to open people’s hearts to His Word.
The other way we can apply this to ourselves is to realize even as believers sometimes we are not always receptive to God’s Word the way we should be.
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Am I obeying the Word so it produces spiritual fruit?


Am I allowing the Word to produce fruit in my life? Am I receptive to what God is telling me to do, how to change y life to be a little more like Jesus today than I was yesterday?
Sometimes our own hearts are temporarily hardened like a well-worn path and the Word goes in one ear and out the other. And sometimes we go through times where we’re excited about serving God but we don’t think it through and get too busy with work, family, sports, etc., and don’t deepen our roots. And sometimes we don’t obey God especially to be His witness because persecution (or the fear of persecution) bothers us. And if we know we’re not responding to god’s Word as we should then we listen, obey and God restores our relationship.
We need to have our eyes and ears open to the Word of God so we respond to it with obedience. ‘Hearing’ means listen to understand and act on what is said. How is our listening these days? Have we heard God speak to us through His Word and not responded? Hear it and do it. Do we know we’ve allowed distractions to crowd out God’s Word or our time in God’s Word or with God’s people? Change our ways, hear and and do what God says. Are we worried about God meeting our needs, about relational problems or afraid of people’s response to our sharing our faith? Ask God’s forgiveness and hear what He says and do what He says. Trust Him. Believe Him. His Word will never fail nor will He. He is always with us. Never leaves us nor forsakes us. His Word is fully trustworthy.
0 “For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven,
And do not return there without watering the earth
And making it bear and sprout, And furnishing seed to the sower and bread to the eater; 11 So will My word be which goes forth from My mouth; It will not return to Me empty,
Without accomplishing what I desire, and without succeeding in the matter for which I sent it.
