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FBC POWELL, 4-27-08 PM 
“THE PARABLES OF THE KINGDOM” PART ONE

MATTHEW 13:1-23

(#51 in Series, “Verse by Verse through Matthew”)

[Turn to text / Title / Read verses 1-3a]

Chapter 13 is a real turning point in the book of Matthew. We have seen over and over that Jesus from the beginning of His public ministry had been preaching the gospel of the Kingdom. His first message was in Matthew 4:17 (NKJV) “From that time Jesus began to preach and to say, ‘Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.’" Let’s review what that means. The Kingdom of God or the Kingdom of Heaven (interchangeable terms) is very simply the rule of the King. Webster defines kingdom as “royal authority, sovereign power, rule, dominion”. The Kingdom is found wherever Christ’s rule is established, whether it be a nation, a church, a home, or an individual heart. After the events of chapter 12, Jesus’ approach changed. No longer does He tell the Jews that the Kingdom of Heaven is at hand (meaning for the nation). The call from this point forward is to individuals (Jews and gentiles) to submit to His authority and rule and Lordship. Verse one tells us that the parables of chapter 13 were given the same day as the encounter with the religious leaders of the nation Israel where there was a final rejection of Jesus the King. These religious leaders representing the nation rejected the King and refused the Kingdom in a full and final sort of way. Because Israel rejected the King and His kingdom, they were set aside as a nation, though not forever. God has supernaturally preserved the nation Israel but it is not through them that He is at this time doing His Kingdom work. There will come a day when Israel will turn to their Messiah and there will be a literal earthly kingdom. Zechariah 12:10 (NKJV) "And I will pour on the house of David and on the inhabitants of Jerusalem the Spirit of grace and supplication; then they will look on Me whom they pierced. Yes, they will mourn for Him as one mourns for his only son, and grieve for Him as one grieves for a firstborn.” Romans 11:26-27 (NKJV) “26 And so all Israel will be saved, as it is written: ‘The Deliverer will come out of Zion, and He will turn away ungodliness from Jacob; 27 for this is My covenant with them, When I take away their sins.’" That establishing of the Kingdom among Israel waits for the second coming of Christ. What we saw in Chapter 12 is what was described in John 1:11 (NKJV) “He came to His own, and His own did not receive Him.” In chapter 13, Jesus begins teaching in parables (not exclusively, but often). In chapter 13 He gives us 7 parables that verse 11 says shows us the “mysteries of the Kingdom of Heaven”. These parables describe the nature of God’s rule during the period between Israel’s rejection of their Messiah and the establishment of the earthly millennial (thousand year) kingdom at the second coming of Christ. We are going to take the verses a little out of order since between the giving and explaining of the first parable, Jesus talks about the purpose of the parables 
I.       The Purpose of Parables (V10-17)

The word “parable” is from the Greek words “para” which means alongside, and “ballo” which means to throw or to cast. A parable is something cast along side something else. A parable takes something familiar and puts it alongside something not as familiar to help illuminate or illustrate the less familiar act or truth. The old Sunday School definition is pretty good that says a parable is an earthly story with a heavenly meaning. In chapter 13, the parables are relating to the Kingdom of Heaven. What I am about to cover is not easy teaching. Here is a basic question about these parables: Was the purpose of these seven parables to reveal or conceal the truth? The answer is “yes”. It was both! They served to clarify and create a fog. For those who are in the Kingdom and submitting to the King, the parables clarify truth; for those who have rejected Him, parables cloud things up. The parables both reveal and hide. Just as the same sun melts the butter and hardens the clay, the same parable illuminates some and confuses others.  
The disciples were perplexed with Jesus’ use of parables (Verse 10). Sometimes people say that parables are “simple stories”, and some of them are, but some of these parables in chapter 13 aren’t so simple apart from Jesus’ explanation. Let’s see if we can understand these verses on the purpose of parables since they set up all seven of the parables.

A.   To Reveal Divine Sovereignty (V11)

The “you” in verse 11 are those who have believed in Him. The “them” are those who have not believed in Him. Notice that something has been “given” (some translations say “granted”) to those who believe in Jesus. It has not been given to those who do not believe. What has been given is knowledge. What knowledge has been given? They have been given knowledge of the mysteries of heaven. God sovereignly reveals mysteries to some and not to others. The word “mysteries” is much like our word “secrets”. It is something that we could never come to on our own; it must be given or revealed to us. Here is what I am discovering about the Christian life: Everything we have is a sovereign gift of His grace. If I am a disciple of Jesus Christ, it is because He has opened my blinded eyes and granted me to know the truth (2 Corinthians 4:4). Repentance has been granted (2 Timothy 2:25). Faith to trust Him is the gift of God (Ephesians 2:8). 1 Corinthians 1:30a (HCSB) “But from Him you are in Christ Jesus…” 
Amazing grace! How sweet the sound, that saved a wretch like me!

I once was lost, but now am found, was blind but now I see.
                                                                                                 - John Newton

We were lost and God sovereignly “found” us; we were blind, but God made us see!

 This wonder of God’s sovereign choice to find us and make us see overwhelmed Isaac Watts when he wrote:
While all our hearts and all our songs join to admire the feast,

Each of us cries with thankful tongue, “Lord, why was I a guest?

Why was I made to hear your voice, and enter while there’s room?

When thousands make a wretched choice, and rather starve than come?”

                                                                                                  - Isaac Watts (1725-1807)

Jesus speaks to the crowds in parables, but the mysteries are the things He tells those who are His in private. The mysteries were the truths that were hidden and had to be revealed. We are totally dependent upon God’s revelation of the truth – the mysteries of the kingdom. Earlier Jesus had said in Matthew 11:25 (NKJV) “At that time Jesus answered and said, ‘I thank You, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that You have hidden these things from the wise and prudent and have revealed them to babes.’” Through parables, the Lord fulfills His sovereign purposes in to speak plainly to His disciples and leave the parables unexplained to the multitudes.
B.   Human Responsibility (V12-15)

The parables underscore the fact that not only is God sovereign, but they also teach us that man is responsible for his actions and resulting consequences. Verse 12 is actually a Proverb. The point of this proverbial statement is that we are held responsible for the truth that we are given. A person who responds in faith to the truth he is given will be given more truth. A person who rejects the truth he has been given will have the truth taken away from him that he had. This Proverbial statement when applied to Romans 1 and 2 explain why God is just in the condemnation of those who have never heard the gospel. In Romans 1 & 2 we are told that all mankind has the inner knowledge that God exists and the evidence is in creation and conscience. When anyone responds to that truth in faith, God gives them more truth. When one rejects that truth, their heart is darkened and the consequence is summarized in Romans 1:21-22 (NKJV) “21 because, although they knew God, they did not glorify Him as God, nor were thankful, but became futile in their thoughts, and their foolish hearts were darkened. 22 Professing to be wise, they became fools”. Verse 13 tells us that those to whom the truth of the parables was veiled were those who had been given truth time after time and had rejected it and thus had hearts that had grown hard and were unable to understand. Jesus places the responsibility for not being able to hear or understand on those who had rejected His truth and hardened their heart. The truth of God’s sovereignty and man’s responsibility is taught side by side in the Scriptures with no attempt to reconcile them. We must not do what the Bible does not do.

In verse 14-15, Jesus affirms man’s responsibility from the Old Testament as He quotes from Isaiah 6:9-10. Because these Jews refused to believe, God judicially locked them up in their unbelief. David Jeremiah summarizes it well. “When you receive God’s word and fail to act on it, you gradually build calluses on your heart, you gradually get cataracts on your eyes, and you gradually lose your hearing. The Jewish people who lived during the time of Jesus were exposed to the most dynamic teacher who ever lived. They themselves said, ‘No man ever spoke like this man!’ (John 7:46). They saw Him do miracles, they heard others testify as to who He was, and they had the Old Testament Scriptures to see that He had fulfilled the Messianic prophesies. But they refused to believe, so the truth was withdrawn” [David Jeremiah, “The Greatest Stories Ever Told”, Page 14].  
C.   God’s Graciousness (V16-17)
We need to often be reminded of the grace we who are in Christ have received. We can see things and know mysteries that the Godly Old Testament prophets did not know. By God’s grace we have been given truth that Abraham, Moses, Joseph, David, Elijah, Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Daniel did not know! We see the Trinity, the human / divine nature of Jesus, the substitutionary atonement of Christ, the indwelling Holy Spirit, and on and on. Oh how overcome with gratefulness we should be for the pouring out of God’s grace on us. 

We have seen the purpose of parables.

II.      The Parable of the Soils (V3b-9; 18-23)
This parable is often called the parable of the sower, but really it is more about four kinds of soil the sower encounters as he sows. We know exactly what Jesus meant by this parable because in verses 18-23 He explained it. Let’s identify some key people and objects in this parable. The sowing of seed is when anyone proclaims the word of the Kingdom (V19) to others. The word of the Kingdom is the good news of how to enter the Kingdom and thus is the equivalent of the gospel. When the gospel is proclaimed from a pulpit, under a tree in Africa, by a Tell team going door to door in one of the Mobile Home Parks, or sharing at the lunch table at work with a fellow worker, the seed is being sown. The four kinds of soils are four kinds of hearts that the seed falls on. I’ll explain some other things as we go along about the objects in this parable. If you have shared the gospel very much at all you know the difference between how the same word is received by different people. I am amazed on Sunday mornings how basically the same message is received by the first service and then the second service. Sometimes in one the word seems to be received with joy and great emotion and sometimes in another service all I get are blank stares. This parable gives us great insight into four responses to the gospel and helps us have discernment as to whether a person who has received the word is a genuine believer or not. The final judgment of that is up to God, but we often need to make assessments to know how to proceed with people. 
A.   The Hard Soil (V3b-4; 18-19)

The land of Palestine in Jesus’ day was crisscrossed with fields. One field was separated from another by long narrow strips (usually about 3 feet wide) called the wayside. These also served as shortcuts as people traveled. They were packed down from much traffic and were not plowed when the fields were plowed. They were as hard as pavement. As the sower would sow by hand, some of the seed would fall on this hard ground and it could not penetrate and germinate and grow and produce fruit. Just like sowing seed on pavement, this is a hopeless situation. Jesus is saying that there are hearts like this. They hear with their physical ears, but their heart is so hard that it makes no impact whatsoever. The hard soil person may come to church often, but their life is never impacted by the message. The fault is not with the seed or the sower; the problem is with the soil. The hard soiled person is described in 2 Corinthians 4:4 (NKJV) “whose minds the god of this age has blinded, who do not believe, lest the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God, should shine on them.” Jesus identifies the bird that snatches up the seed as the wicked one or the Devil. He snatches away the word by distracting, distorting the word, and blinding the eyes. This heart that has not been prepared by repentance and a sense of need makes it impossible for the seed of the Gospel to penetrate and germinate. 
B.   The Shallow Soil (V5-6; 20-21

This doesn’t mean soil that has a lot of small rocks in it. In Palestine, it was not uncommon to have large sheets of bedrock with a thin layer of soil over it. Shallow soil tends to warm quickly, so seed that lands on this soil germinates quickly and “immediately sprang up” (V5). However, there was no healthy root system and when the sun beats down there is no root system or moisture they wither away. This soil pictures a person who immediately responds to the gospel and seems to beam with happiness but it is all superficial. Jesus says in verse 21 that the sun pictures affliction and or persecution. This is the “happy, happy, joy, joy” person who withers away when the emotional high is gone and real life sets in. They discover that salvation doesn’t cancel out suffering and persecution. They may not repudiate Christ, but they just fade away and go back into the world system that in reality they never left. Arthur Pink describes those represented by the shallow soil: “At first they promise well, but later prove very disappointing. What we have here is lack of depth. The emotions have been moved, but the conscience has not been searched; there is a natural ‘joy’ but no deep conviction or true repentance. When a divine work of grace is wrought in a soul, the first effects of the Word upon it are not to produce peace and joy, but contrition, humility, and sorrow” [Arthur Pink, “The Prophetic Parables of Matthew 13”, Page 27]. Yet, most evangelistic efforts in our day are tailor made for appealing to this shallow soil. We use great hype, talk about how the gospel can help you have “Your Best Life Now”, pressure and manipulate people to make an immediate “decision for Jesus” and “pray this little prayer” and then pronounce them saved. It is a set up to appeal to the shallow soil person. Then we wonder why they start off so on fire and then fade away and become a part of that huge number that we call “inactive church members”. In reality they have never been saved. They built their spiritual house on the sand of emotion and the desire for benefits, happiness, and worldly success. When the winds of affliction and persecution blow, their spiritual house falls down. True faith is strengthened by trials and persecutions. 1 Peter 5:10 (NKJV) “But may the God of all grace, who called us to His eternal glory by Christ Jesus, after you have suffered a while, perfect, establish, strengthen, and settle you.” I remember several years ago when the world’s second most famous pornographer (next to Hugh Heffner) confessed that he had become a Christian. A lot was made of his supposed “conversion”, but within months he recanted his so called faith saying that his conversion was the stupidest thing he had ever done. He continued on with his pornography empire. There is the hard soil and the shallow soil.
C.   The Crowded Soil (V7, 22)

The thorns are what we would call weeds. This soil may look good, but has not been weeded and as the seed begins to grow, the weeds grow faster and choke out the seed. Jesus says that the weeds symbolize two things:
1.   The Cares of This World – This pictures someone who has obviously experienced some of the working of the Holy Spirit and have somewhat of a desire for eternal things. But after a time they just get tied back up with the world and its cares. The temporal things of the world (making money, being successful and accepted, pleasure, hobbies, etc.) begin to take over and there is no fruit and no spiritual life. In reality this weedy soiled person was never saved.

2.   The Deceitfulness of Riches – This has to do with luxury and opulence and materialism. This type of person always has to have more. Bigger houses, nicer cars, more exotic vacations, etc. They crave the finer things of life and fuss and fret to keep the material things that they have. This type of soil is so prevalent in our day! These weeds choke out fruit. Some people need to take drastic action relating to these weeds with a huge, radical lifestyle change. True Christians can struggle with these weeds, but when the weeds control and choke out all fruit, then this person is not really a Christian.
D.   The Good Soil (V8-9, 23)
This good soil has been prepared by repentance and mourning over sin. The Holy Spirit has done a work and given life and opened blinded minds. This good soil perseveres and bears fruit. Every Christian bears some fruit. There are different levels of maturity and thus different levels of fruit (some a hundred, some sixty, and some thirty). Fruit is a life of worship and the character of Christ and service. This really ought to sober us. The sower is the same; the seed is the same, but there are four kinds of soil. Many times the first three types of soil all claim to be Christians and almost always the shallow and the crowded soil do. They are however deceived. Only one fourth of the seed landed on prepared soil.
CONCLUSION
I’m going to ask you to examine your life tonight and see which kind of soil best describes you. Is your heart hard? Is it shallow and trials and persecution has driven you away from God rather than closer to Him? Is your life filled with the weeds of the cares of this world and materialism? Or is your heart soft before God and you are growing and God is producing fruit through you? Examine your heart. Perhaps our main prayer for the lost and our evangelism would be that God prepare the hearts for the receiving of the gospel seed
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