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Parables of Mystery   
 

The other day, as part of preparing for this new level of lockdown, I went searching online for 

some new Lego models to build.  The very next day, ads for Lego started appearing in other 

programs I was looking at.  Targeted marketing.  The great wonder of the internet where 

advertisers are promised that all the information gathered on people will allow their ads to 

go to people who are most interested and ready to hear the message. 

 

Modern day farming is all about field preparation to get rid of rocks and weeds, good soil 

preparation, and seed drills to place the seed in the best position.  That is the way that you 

ensure the best harvest. 

 

The practices of the modern world, both in getting out the message and in farming, add another 

layer of distance to the parables of Jesus.  Jesus disciples complained that his parables were hard to 

understand and asked for an explanation.  They at least understood the background of agriculture 

in the 1st Century, how much harder are the parables now! It doesn’t help that Jesus tells the 

disciples that he speaks in parables because they are hard to understand.  Maybe that is why the 

Lectionary skips over those verses!  And maybe that is why the Gospel writers included the 

explanation for this parable.  Matthew, Mark, and Luke all have this parable and the explanation.  

Matthew even includes an explanation for one of the following parables, the one about weeds 

growing with the wheat.  The explanation is helpful, but it also ties this parable to one meaning and 

can give readers the idea that all parables are allegories.  What if we ignore the explanation and 

just look at the parable and explore the mystery of God’s word? 

 

Jesus has become so famous as a teacher and a healer that the moment he goes out of the house, a 

crowd gathers.  In this case a crowd so big that he is forced into the water and must get in a boat to 

talk to them.  A crowd that includes people from all walks of life and with many different reasons to 

come to Jesus.  Some because they need healing, some because they want to hear a message from 

God that isn’t just, “obey the Law’, some because Jesus is famous, some to listen for evidence that 

he is a danger to Jerusalem and Rome.  And Jesus tells them a parable about what can happen 

when God’s word is spread abroad.  Some in the crowd will hear the message and be left scratching 

their heads.  Some in the crowd will hear it and forget it by the time they get back to their busy 

lives.  Some in the crowd will hear what they want to hear and twist Jesus words to mean 

something else.  And some will hear the word of God and they will be so changed that they become 

spreaders of the word themselves. 

That’s one interpretation of the parable. 

 

Remember a few weeks back when I was talking about the rule of three in telling stories?  There is a 

rule of three structure here; the seed is thrown about, some of it lands in bad places and then 
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something happens to the seed in the right place.  Focussing on all the details of the rocks and the 

shallow soil and the weeds distracts us from seeing the wonder of the harvest, the third, surprising 

part of the story.  The listeners on the shore of the lake would have been quite familiar with 

agriculture and understood that the method of sowing the seed – throwing it by hand over the field 

– had risks.  Seed could very easily land in rocky places, or the edges of the field that weren’t 

ploughed, or in areas of weeds.  They were waiting to hear what happened to the seed that landed 

where it was meant to – in the field.  Agricultural experts tell us that a yield of 7 times was an 

average harvest in the 1st Century, 10 times would be a bumper crop.  30, 60 or 100 would have 

been unthinkable!  This is clearly God’s miraculous work.  Not only are the rocks, paths and weeds a 

minor part of the story of sowing, the growth in the receptive soil is amazing! 

That’s another interpretation of the parable. 

 

There’s an old Andy Capp cartoon that has Andy walk past his amazed wife with an arm full 

of gardening tools.  And the next frame he returns saying, “I didn’t know where to start, so I 

didn’t.”  How many in the church are so worried about the rocks and the paths and the 

weeds, that they don’t start to sow the seeds of the Gospel? 

 

Perhaps the early Church was getting despondent over all the opposition they faced and the 

members who fell away or were enticed back to the synagogue, and that is why we have the 

explanation of this parable in the three Gospels and the imbalance of explanation about the rocks 

and paths and weeds and not enough focus on the miraculous harvest.  And the opposition we face 

today feeds into that sort of interpretation, and that is a pity because this is such a hope filled 

parable.  It is still a mystery because we have no idea how the response of those who receive the 

word and understand it and are changed by it works.  If we did, we could bottle it and fill all our 

churches tomorrow!  But knowing that despite opposition, all our work in talking about faith, 

talking about God and living out love and compassion, will bring in a harvest of faithful lives is just 

the spur we need.  The small seeds you plant in love will bring in a harvest.  You don’t need to do 

surveys and research and prepare the right field to receive the word of God.  Throw your love and 

compassion and message of faith in Jesus as far and as wide as you can!  Because you do not know 

the possible outcomes of your seeds of faith, but you do know, that in the grace of God there will 

be faithful outcomes. 

 

The Bible Society took up the image of the sower as their logo and mission statement; if they didn’t 

the Gideons probably would have.  The idea that the Good News of the love of God in Jesus Christ is 

to be spread as far and wide as possible rather than be confined and controlled and only given to 

people that we think are the right sort, is the very heart of the parable of the sower.  The idea that 

the generosity of our proclamation and actions will be matched by God with a generosity of 

response is good news for the church!  Good deeds, kind words and the hope filled message of 

God’s love will never be spread in vain.  Don’t be put off by rejection or opposition, God blesses the 

sowing.  Amen 
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