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I decided that today I would take a bit of a different approach to my 

sermon. Since Matthew 13 contains many parables, I thought that rather 

than preaching a typical sermon, I would rather just do what Jesus did and 

tell you a parable—a story that illustrates a spiritual truth. So I’m going to 

tell you a simply story and those of you who are spiritually discerning will 

get the point.  

 

The story is about a particular day in the life of an Alaskan fisherman. He 

had a small personal business as a commercial fisherman. Because he had a 

commercial license, he was allowed to have four lines going out of his boat 

at one time. On this particular day he put out each line with exactly the 

same kind of lure and bait. But as the day went on it became evident that 

each line produced a distinct result. 

 

� The first line never got a single bite. Not even a nibble. The bobber 

never went below water.  

� The second line got some occasional bites but never actually took 

any fish.  

� The third line caught a number of nice fish, some smaller, but most 

of them nice size. However, every fish was lost while trying to net it 

into the boat.   

� The fourth line was amazing that day. It was continually catching 

fish that were harvested. As soon as the line was put back in the 

water, another fish would swallow the hook. In fact, the fisherman 

caught his entire limit for the day on just that fourth line.  

HE WHO HAS EARS, LET HIM HEAR WHAT THE SPIRIT IS SAYING TO THE 

CHURCH! Worship Team, go ahead and come up during the closing prayer….  

 

Why did you hesitate? Because Ty never just preaches for 5 minutes or just 

tells stories. But also because we didn’t get the obvious point to the story. 

We couldn’t because we didn’t know who the fisherman represented or 
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what the lines stood for or what to make of their very different results. Why 

did I take you through this ridiculous exercise?  

I wanted you to feel the impact of Jesus telling a parable to the original 

audience in Matthew 13. The parable that we are going to discuss this 

morning is very familiar to most of us. And we get it because we already 

know what it is about. But the first people heard it much like you just heard 

the story I told. They had not way of understanding its meaning without 

further explanation that Jesus gave only to His disciples.  

 

Let’s read the parable as Jesus first gave it in [Matthew 13:1-9]. It’s not 

surprising that the disciples were perplexed and came to Jesus in vs. 10 and 

asked, “why do you speak…in parables?” In our modern age of technology, 

we’d say, “why do you teach them so cryptically?” Why don’t you spell 

things out for them rather than encoding it in a story?2 

 

Let’s read Jesus answer in [vss. 11-17]. Notice that there are two different 

audiences observing Jesus. There are the insiders—they are His disciples 

who are receiving and embracing what Jesus is teaching, those who believe 

and follow. Then there are the outsiders—they are either curious and 

uncommitted or they are hostile to Jesus’ message and therefore reject 

Him. Jesus is saying that the reason that He teaches in cryptic parables is to 

reveal insight into the Kingdom of heaven for His followers while concealing 

the truths of the kingdom for those who have hardened their hearts toward 

Him.  

 

Let’s identify some key thoughts in what Jesus says:  

 

1. Spiritual insight is not the result of human ability to understand 

but a divine gift from God (vs. 12). Spiritual sight is a supernatural 

benefit available to all believers, but only believers. We see this in 

[vs. 11].  

 

Notice that Jesus is specifically speaking about insight into the 

mysteries of the kingdom of heaven in chapter 13. What does He 

mean by mysteries? In the NT mysteries refer to “the revelation of 

2 R.T. France, NICNT: The Gospel of Matthew, pg. 510.  



something previously hidden or unknown.”3 So Jesus is granting His 

disciples insight or explanations regarding the Kingdom of God that 

were not previously known, even by the prophets. For example, we 

will see in this parable of the sower how the message of the 

kingdom will invoke different responses based on the various 

conditions of men’s hearts. Later, in chapter 13 we will discover that 

while most of the OT prophecies anticipated the coming of the 

kingdom as we will see it at Christ’s 2nd coming where He reigns 

supremely on earth, Jesus now sheds light on how the kingdom 

would first come gradually and invisibly in the hearts of those who 

embraced Christ. Jesus is revealing the mystery of the church and 

the church age.  

 

2. Spiritual insight is given to those who seek understnding because 

they have already received the Kingdom of God by believing in 

Christ (12). We see this is in [vs. 12]. In other words, spiritual insight 

is for the ‘insider’ (the one who “has”}, not for the ‘outsider’ (who 

“does not have”). I take it to mean the one who has faith, spiritual 

sight; the one who has become a disciple of Jesus. Whereas the one 

who does not have is the one who refuses to believe. Spiritual 

insight is a gift that God gives in response to faith that results in a 

life of discipleship. But notice, those who receive are those who are 

seeking further understanding from Jesus.  

 

3. Those who have spiritual sight will be granted increased sight (12). 

Vs. 12: “For whoever has, to him more shall be given, and he will 

have an abundance; but whoever does not have, even what he has 

shall be taken away from him.” Notice again, that increased spiritual 

sight doesn’t just happen automatically. The disciples had to seek 

Jesus out for the explanation of the parable. Faith is expressed in a 

heart that continues seeking.  

 

One of the marks of true discipleship is an ongoing pursuit of 

deepening understanding of spiritual truth. There is a hunger, a 
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spiritual appetite that is pursued. And in that pursuit more spiritual 

sight is gained.  

 

One of today’s take-aways is the call to continue pursuing a 

deepening understanding of the Bible. Not only because we leak 

and forget, but also because our hearts grow dull as we neglect to 

feed them and the spiritual vitality we once had will be lost. Yet as 

we ready, study, meditate, and memorize, Scripture, we are granted 

more insight that the Holy Spirit uses to bring about change as we 

appropriate it in our lives.  

 

4. Those who don’t have spiritual sight (don’t believe), will lose the 

benefit of the truth to which they have been exposed (12). This is 

the case with not only the Pharisees who are hostile to Jesus in their 

unbelief, but also those in the crowd who are apathetic to Jesus call 

to discipleship. They have already rejected the plain teaching of 

Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount, so they are not given the 

privilege of further revelation and understanding into the mysteries 

of the kingdom. Therefore, Jesus speaks to the crowds in parables 

because of their unbelief [vs. 13].  

 

Now in vs. 14-15, Matthew makes a direct connection between the people 

Jesus’ day and the people of Isaiah’s day. [vs. 14-15]. Here’s the point Jesus 

is making: 

 

5. Hardness of heart (hardened unbelief) causes spiritual blindness 

and deafness that prevents repentance necessary for divine 

healing (14-15). Or if we work our way backwards through vs. 15, 

we’d say it this way: They will not be healed, because they do not 

return/repent, because they don’t hear and don’t see because they 

hearts are dull, hardened by unbelief.  

 

Now we are beginning to see the difference between spiritual sight and 

spiritual blindness: 



� Spiritual sight is seeing with eyes of faith that produce repentance, 

resulting in spiritual healing.   

� Spiritual blindness is unbelief that does not se the value and 

necessity of repentance and therefore does not return to God with 

faith for spiritual healing. Thus, the spiritually blind go on in chronic 

and increased blindness but those with spiritual sight receive in 

increasing sight because those who have, receive more, and those 

who don’t have, lose any potential sight they had.  

 

Isaiah 6 actually uses even stronger language than Matthew does. There 

God tells Isaiah to preach for the purpose of further hardening the hearts of 

the people. Let me summarize the context of Isaiah 6 to help us understand 

this. Chapter 6 is preceded by a series of woes (pronounces of doom) on 

Israel for their unfaithfulness and proud sin to the point that they have 

called evil good and good evil (5:20). The people are on the verge of God’s 

judgment when their good king of 52 years dies because he defied the 

holiness of God (2 Chron 26). Then in chapter 6 Isaiah has his famous vision 

of the holiness of God, having been literally given increased sight. “In the 

year King Uzziah died, I SAW the Lord” (6:1). He sees the seraphim calling 

out to one another, “Holy, Holy, Holy is the Lord of hosts, the whole earth is 

full of His glory.” Seeing the holiness of God produces a repentant heart in 

Isaiah as he declares, “woe is me, for I am ruined, because I am a man of 

unclean lips…for my eyes have SEEN the King, the Lord of hosts.” Then the 

seraphim touched his lips with a coal from the altar, signifying atonement, 

and declare, “your sin is forgiven”—spiritual healing.  

 

Then the Lord said, “Whom shall I send and who will go for Us?” Then Isaiah 

said, “Here am I. Send me!” (8).  This verse is most often used as a rallying 

call for missions, to take the message of hope and forgiveness to the world, 

but that is not what Isaiah is sent to do. He’s told to say, “keep on listening, 

but do not perceive; keep on looking but do not understand.” The Lord tells 

Isaiah he is to “render the hearts of the people insensitive, their ears dull, 

their eyes dim, otherwise they might see with their eyes, hear with their 

ears, understand with their hearts, and return and be healed.” Why?! 

 

Why does God purpose to further harden their hearts? This is what we call a 

judicial hardening of the heart. God is hardening their hearts as means of 

judgment—inevitable, irrevocable judgment!  

 

In other words, God has determined in His heart that He will not turn back 

from judging this people. In vs. 11, Isaiah asks, how long he should preach 

to this blind and deaf people only to harden their hearts further. The Lord’s 

answer is “until cities are devastated and without inhabitant, houses are 

without people and the land is utterly desolate.” This is a description of the 

Babylonian captivity in which God raised up the Babylonians to carry of His 

people in to exile as a means of divine judgment.  

 

Isaiah is not the only one God used to bring about a divine, judicial 

hardening of heart for the purpose of judgment. Jeremiah did the same in 

Jer 5, Moses did the same with Pharaoh, and Jesus’ preaching has a similar 

effect in Matthew 13. This is why the writer of Hebrews exhorts us, “Today 

if you hear His voice, do not harden your hearts.”  

 

The good news is that through the gospel of Jesus Christ outsiders can still 

become insiders, hardened hearts can be softened, unbelief can be 

exchanged for faith, spiritual blindness can be overcome with spiritual sight. 

Yet the warning is clear. We must never assume a little hardness of heart 

today, left unattended, won’t become irreversibly hard tomorrow.  

 

So what does all of this have to do with the parable of soil? The condition of 

one’s heart, like soil, will determine it’s ability to receive the seed of the 

God’s word and bear fruit.  

 

Jesus now explains the 4 types of soil as 4 possible responses to the gospel. 

[vs. 18-23].  

 

1) Road = An Impenetrable, Unresponsive Heart (Mt 13:3-4, 19) 

 

The hard-packed soil beside the road represents a heart that is so hard, so 

indifferent to spiritual truth that, that the Word is given no opportunity to 

be understood. The gospel is rejected without even giving it consideration. 

As a result this person is left completely exposed to Satan’s lies, because 



truth is given no opportunity to counteract them. This person, if he will even 

listen to a presentation of the gospel, responds with hardened hostility like 

the Pharisees.  

 

2) Rocky Soil = An Impulsive, Superficial Heart (Mt 13:5-6, 20-21) 

 

In the rocky soil, the seed seems to spout quickly, but the soil of the heart is 

not deep enough for roots to go down and sustain life. As soon as the sun 

gets hot, it withers and dies. This is the person who responds impulsively to 

the gospel but doesn’t put down the roots of conviction. His is an emotional 

response to the gospel. His feelings were changed but not his heart. He may 

be zealous at first, but what is lacking is lasting repentance and brokenness 

over his sin. As soon as clinging to Christ is costly in terms of affliction or 

persecution, his emotions change and he falls away from his profession.  

 

3) Thorny Soil = A Worldly, Double-minded Heart (Mt. 13:7, 22) 

 

The seed among the thorny soil is choked out by competition from the 

thorns. The seed never produces fruit in this soil because all the soil’s 

energy and nutrients is sucked dry by the weeds of the world. This person is 

double-minded in the sense that he professes to be a Christian, but his 

whole life is consumed with earthly matters. He is preoccupied not with 

eternal values but with daily, temporary concerns believing that if he could 

just make enough money it would solve everything. As a result the soil of his 

life is weedy having little concern about his own sin. Never having time to 

cultivate spiritual maturity, the weeks of worry and wealth eventually choke 

out any hint of spiritual life.  

 

4) Good Soil = A Tender, Receptive Heart of Faith (Mt. 13:8, 23) 

 

This is the person who hears the word and understands it by taking it to 

heart because the soil of his heart has been prepared by the Spirit. We 

know this person’s response to the gospel is genuine because his life bears 

the fruit of it. He loves God, cherishes God’s word, and produces the fruit of 

a Spirit-filled life. The result of his life is that more gospel seeds are sown. 
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This person is not a fair-whether Christian whose spiritual life is guided 

solely by his emotions. It’s been said that “the same persecution [or 

affliction] that makes the false believer wither will make the true believer 

stronger.”4 The believer with good soil does not shrink back from trials. He 

grows stronger. The believer with good soil doesn’t spend his whole life 

pursuing earth’s treasures. He actually sacrifices them for lasting, eternal 

treasures.  

 

Jesus’ parable begs the question, what kind of soil are you?  

 

If you know someone whose heart seems to be as hard as rock, pray for 

them. We don’t know if God’s judicial hardening has taken place. Perhaps 

God will have mercy through your prayers, love, and witness.  

 

If this morning you recognize that your heart is shallow and superficial or 

consumed with worldly concerns, plead with God to give you a new heart 

where the seed of the gospel will sprout into fruitful eternal life.  

 

Finally, if the soil of your heart is good, keep nurturing the seed of the word 

with a seeking heart so that your harvest will be abundant. Take Jesus’ 

teaching to heart and spread the seed of the gospel broadly.  

� Beware that some will fall on the hard road so don’t be defensive 

when some outrightly reject your message.  

� Beware that some seed will fall in rocky places so don’t be 

disheartened when some respond but quickly fall away.  

� Beware that some seed will fall among thorns so don’t be 

disillusioned when some who have long professed Christ prove to 

not have a heart of a true disciple in the end.  

� Be encouraged that some seed will fall on good soil that the Holy 

Spirit Himself has prepared. And when you see true discipleship 

emerge that suffers and sacrifices out of love for Christ, remember 

that while we sow, only God gives life, only God causes the growth. 

So praise Him. And remember, no seed will grow where no seed is 

sown.  

 



Because each person’s response to the gospel is based the condition their 

heart, we must give careful consideration to the condition of our own 

heart and spread the seed of the gospel broadly.  


