The Gospel of Matthew, Teacher’s Guide
Lesson 15: The Parable of the Sower
Matthew 13:1-23

Teaching Aim (Teacher Orientation)

The doctrinal core of this lesson is the nature and power of God's word and the human heart’s
responsibility before it. Jesus calls the seed “the word of the kingdom,” and He makes clear that
this word carries everything needed for a fruitful harvest. The problem is never a defective seed;
the seed is perfect. The variable is the soil. This cuts directly against any notion that some
people simply cannot respond, or that salvation is determined apart from a real human
response. The Sower scatters generously and genuinely on every kind of ground. The gospel call
is sincere and universal, and people really do bear the responsibility for what they do with it. At
the same time, Jesus soberly teaches that hearing is not the same as bearing fruit. Three of four
soils receive the word and still come to nothing. Genuine reception of the word is proven by
fruit that lasts, which means this parable is a frontal challenge to any easy assurance that
hearing or an emotional response alone makes a person safe.

But Jesus did not tell this parable merely to settle a question about how revelation works. He
told it to do soul-work in His hearers, and the teacher should aim there too. This is one of the
most searching passages in the Gospels for self-examination. Every student in the room is one of
these soils right now, and the parable invites each one to stop grading others and ask honestly
about the ground of their own heart. Is it hardening? Is it shallow and quick to wilt? Is it
crowded with the thorns of anxiety and material ambition? The aim is not merely to understand
four soils but to be changed into good soil, the honest and good heart that hears, holds fast, and
bears fruit with patience.

So teach this lesson on two tracks. Help your students grasp the high view of Scripture and the
genuine, universal call of the gospel that this parable assumes. And then turn the plow on their
own hearts, gently but truthfully, so that they leave not as spectators but as cultivators of soil
that God can use to produce a harvest that will still be standing when the trials come.

Question 1
Student Question:

Jesus identifies the seed as “the word of the kingdom” (v. 19) and says the harvest depends on
the soil, not the seed or the sower. What is Jesus teaching about why the same gospel produces
such different results in different people?

Commentary and Teaching Notes



Begin by letting the parable do its disarming work. Jesus pictures a farmer broadcasting seed by
hand across a field that includes a beaten path, thin soil over bedrock, weed-infested ground,
and good earth. He then tells us the one fact that unlocks everything: the seed is “the word of
the kingdom” (v. 19), the message about God’s reign breaking into the world through Jesus. The
same word goes out to everyone. The harvest differs not because the message changed but
because the hearts that received it differed.

Help students feel how this reframes the spread of the gospel. We are tempted to blame poor
results on the seed or the sower, a weak presentation, an unconvincing argument, the wrong
technique. Jesus locates the decisive factor in the soil. This protects us from two errors at once:
from despair when the word seems unfruitful, and from pride when it flourishes. The sower’s
job is to scatter faithfully and generously; the soil is where the outcome is determined.

Notice the staggering generosity of the sower. He does not carefully test the ground first and
sow only where success is guaranteed. He flings the seed on the path, the rocks, the thorns, and
the good soil alike. This pictures the genuine, universal offer of the gospel. God really does call
all people, and the call is sincere everywhere it falls (1 Timothy 2:4; Titus 2:11). The word is not
withheld from anyone.

Set the doctrinal stakes early. This parable assumes a high view of the word: it is living seed that
carries life within it (1 Peter 1:23). And it assumes real human responsibility: what becomes of
the seed depends on what the heart does with it. Plant the warning gently here that hearing is
not the same as bearing fruit, because the rest of the lesson will press it home.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e The word of the kingdom as living, fruitful seed that carries everything needed for salvation
(1 Peter 1:23; Isaiah 55:10-11)

¢ The genuine, universal offer of the gospel pictured in the sower’s generous scattering (1
Timothy 2:3-4; Titus 2:11)

e Real human responsibility for how we receive the word, against any idea that some simply
cannot respond

¢ The faithfulness of the sower contrasted with the variable condition of the soil

* Hearing the word as the beginning, not the proof, of genuine faith

Discussion Prompts

e  Why is it freeing to know that the power is in the seed and not in our skill as sowers?
e How does the sower’s reckless generosity shape the way we should share the gospel?
*  Where have you been tempted to blame the seed when the real issue was the soil?

Question 2

Student Question:



Jesus describes a heart like a hard path where the word never penetrates before it is snatched
away (v. 19). Where in your own life have you noticed the ground of your heart growing hard or
distracted toward God'’s word, and what has been packing it down?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This first self-examining question turns the spotlight onto the hard path. In Jesus’ picture, this is
ground packed down by constant foot traffic until it is as hard as pavement. The seed cannot
penetrate; it lies exposed on the surface until the birds carry it off. Jesus interprets it plainly: the
word is heard but “not understood,” and the evil one “snatches away what has been sown” (v.
19) before it can take root.

Help your students see how a heart becomes a hardened path. It rarely happens all at once. It is
the slow compacting of repeated exposure without response, the steady tread of distraction,
busyness, and unexamined sin. We hear the word so often that we stop really hearing it. The
same Bible class, the same sermons, the same Scriptures pass over a heart that has quietly
grown impenetrable.

Press for honesty here without inducing despair. Ask where the ground has hardened. For some
it is a particular area of life they have walled off from God. For others it is a general dullness, a
phone-scrolling, half-listening posture toward Scripture. The good news is that hard ground can
be broken up. Hosea calls God’s people to “break up your fallow ground” (Hosea 10:12), and the
plow of confession, repentance, and renewed attention can soften what has grown hard.

Be alert to the spiritual reality Jesus names. He says the evil one actively snatches the word
away. The hard heart is not merely a passive condition; there is an enemy who profits from our
inattention. Cultivating soft soil is therefore partly a matter of vigilance, refusing to let the word
lie unattended on the surface of our lives.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

¢ The hardening of the heart as a gradual process, not a single event (Hebrews 3:13)

¢ The reality of an adversary who snatches the word from inattentive hearts (v. 19; 1 Peter
5:8)

e Breaking up fallow ground through repentance and renewed attention (Hosea 10:12)

® The danger of familiarity that dulls us to a word we have heard many times

Discussion Prompts

e What has been packing down the soil of your heart lately?
e |[sthere an area of your life you have quietly fenced off from God's word?
¢  What is one concrete way you could break up hard ground this week?

Question 3



Student Question:

When the disciples ask why He teaches in parables, Jesus answers in terms of those who have
ears to hear and those who have grown dull (vv. 10-17). What does this tell us about how God
reveals truth and why some hear it and others do not?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

When the disciples ask why Jesus speaks in parables, His answer can sound harsh at first, so
handle it carefully. He says, “To you it has been given to know the secrets of the kingdom of
heaven, but to them it has not been given” (v. 11), and He quotes Isaiah about people who hear
but do not understand because their hearts have grown dull (vv. 13-15). Parables both reveal
and conceal. To the humble and hungry, they open the kingdom; to the proud and dismissive,
they remain a riddle.

Guard against a fatalistic reading. Jesus is not teaching that God arbitrarily blinds some and
chooses others apart from any response. The Isaiah quotation is key: the people “have closed
their eyes” (v. 15). The dullness is something they have done. Parables sort hearers according to
the condition they have cultivated. The willing lean in and ask, as the disciples do; the unwilling
shrug and walk away. The teaching method honors the genuine freedom of the hearer.

Notice the tender promise tucked inside the warning: “to the one who has, more will be given”
(v. 12). Those who respond to the light they have are given more. This is how God deals with
seekers. A small step toward Christ is met with more revelation. Spiritual understanding grows
for those who act on what they already know and atrophies for those who do not.

Lift your students’ eyes to the privilege Jesus describes in verses 16-17: prophets and righteous
people longed to see what they were seeing. We hold the completed word of God, the full
revelation of Christ. The question this passage presses is not whether the truth is available, but
whether we will be the kind of hearer who has ears to hear it.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Parables as a means that both reveals truth to the willing and conceals it from the dismissive
(vv. 11-13)

e Spiritual dullness as a self-inflicted condition, not divine arbitrariness (v. 15; Isaiah 6:9-10)

e God’s pattern of giving more understanding to those who respond to what they already
know (v. 12)

e The completed revelation of Christ as the privilege longed for by prophets and righteous of
old (vv. 16-17)

® Having “ears to hear” as a posture of humble, willing reception

Discussion Prompts

e What is the difference between a hearer who leans in and one who shrugs and walks away?



¢ How have you found that acting on what you already know leads to deeper understanding?
¢ What does it mean for you to have ‘ears to hear’ this week?

Question 4
Student Question:

The rocky-ground hearer receives the word “immediately with joy,” yet has no root, so trouble
and persecution quickly wither it (vv. 20-21). Where are you tempted toward an emotional,
surface faith that has not yet put down roots that could survive real hardship?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

The rocky ground describes a heart that responds with instant enthusiasm but no depth. In
Israel a thin layer of soil often lay over a shelf of limestone. Seed there sprouts quickly because
the shallow soil warms fast, but the roots hit rock and cannot go deep, so the first scorching sun
withers the plant. Jesus interprets it: this is the one who hears the word and “immediately
receives it with joy,” yet “has no root in himself” and falls away when “tribulation or persecution
arises on account of the word” (vv. 20-21).

Help students see that joy is not the same as depth. The rocky-ground hearer is genuinely
excited. We have all seen the new convert or the conference high or the emotional response to
a moving service that flames brightly and then disappears. The problem is not the joy; the
problem is that nothing rooted it. When faith meets its first real cost, there is nothing
underneath to hold.

This is a searching question for people raised in comfortable Christianity. Roots grow in hidden,
unglamorous ways: private prayer, steady time in the word, the discipline of obedience when no
one is watching, perseverance through small hardships. A faith that lives only on emotional
peaks has no root system for the day of trouble, and trouble always comes.

Be tender here, because some students may recognize themselves and feel exposed. The
remedy is not to manufacture more feeling but to send roots down through ordinary, faithful
practices and, crucially, through suffering itself. Paul says affliction produces endurance, and
endurance, character (Romans 5:3-4). The very trials that wither rootless faith are what God
uses to deepen rooted faith.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

¢ The difference between emotional excitement and rooted, enduring faith (vv. 20-21)

e The inevitability of tribulation and persecution in the Christian life (John 16:33; 2 Timothy
3:12)

e Spiritual roots formed through hidden disciplines and faithful obedience

e Suffering as a means God uses to deepen, not destroy, genuine faith (Romans 5:3-4)



Discussion Prompts

*  Where has your faith run mostly on feelings rather than roots?
¢ What hidden disciplines are quietly deepening your roots right now?
¢ How has a past hardship either withered or strengthened your faith?

Question 5
Student Question:

Jesus says the thorns that choke the word are “the cares of the world and the deceitfulness of
riches” (v. 22). What does the New Testament teach about how worry and wealth quietly
strangle a faith that once seemed alive?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

The thorny ground may be the most dangerous soil of all, because nothing dramatic happens.
There is no snatching bird, no scorching sun, just a slow, silent strangling. Jesus names the two
thorns precisely: “the cares of the world and the deceitfulness of riches choke the word, and it
proves unfruitful” (v. 22). The seed sprouts, grows, and even seems healthy for a time, but the
weeds grow alongside it and gradually steal the light, water, and nutrients until the plant
produces nothing.

Notice that worry and wealth are paired. They seem like opposites, the anxiety of those who
feel they have too little and the distraction of those who have plenty, but Jesus treats them as
twin thorns. Both fasten the heart on this present world. Anxiety convinces us we cannot afford
to fully trust God; abundance convinces us we do not need to. Either way, the word gets
crowded out by lesser things that feel urgent.

Help students see why Jesus calls riches deceitful. Wealth whispers that security, identity, and
happiness are found in accumulation, and the lie is convincing because money really does solve
some problems. But it cannot touch the deepest ones, and it has a way of expanding to fill the
whole heart. This is why Jesus warns that we cannot serve both God and money (Matthew 6:24)
and why Paul says the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil (1 Timothy 6:10).

The sobering thing about this soil is that the thorns are usually good things in excess or out of
order: legitimate concerns, honest work, ordinary ambitions, real comforts. Few people set out
to choose money over God. The word is choked not by open rebellion but by crowding. The
remedy is ruthless, ongoing weeding: setting the mind on things above, simplifying, giving
generously, and refusing to let good things take the place of the best thing.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

* The cares of the world and the deceitfulness of riches as twin thorns that choke the word (v.
22)



* The impossibility of serving both God and money (Matthew 6:24)

¢ The deceitfulness of wealth: its false promise of security and identity (1 Timothy 6:9-10, 17)
* Anxiety as a competing master that crowds out trust in God (Matthew 6:25-34)

®  Fruitlessness, not just open sin, as the tragic outcome of a crowded heart

Discussion Prompts

e Which is the stronger thorn in your life right now, worry or the pull of wealth and comfort?
e What good thing in your life has quietly grown into a thorn that crowds out God?
e What would ‘weeding’ your heart look like in practical terms this week?

Question 6
Student Question:

Take an honest inventory of the thorns in your own life. What specific worries, ambitions, or
comforts are currently competing with the word of God for the soil of your heart?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This question moves from understanding the thorns to naming them personally, so resist the
urge to lecture and instead create space for honest reflection. The thorns are rarely scandalous.
They are the calendar packed too full, the worry that hums under every waking hour, the next
promotion, the home renovation, the comfortable routines we will not disturb. Help students
see that the deadliest spiritual dangers often wear respectable clothes.

Invite a specific inventory. Vague confession changes nothing. Ask each person to name an
actual care that keeps the word from going deep, an actual ambition or comfort that competes
for the soil of the heart. The act of naming a thorn is the first step toward pulling it up. What
stays hidden stays in control.

Point students toward the active work of weeding. Paul tells us to “set your minds on things that
are above” (Colossians 3:2), which is not a one-time decision but a daily redirecting of attention.
Weeding includes practical steps: examining how we spend money and time, building margin
into overcrowded lives, and practicing generosity that loosens the grip of wealth.

Hold out hope. A field full of thorns is not a hopeless case; it simply needs the gardener’s
attention. The same heart that has let the cares of life crowd out the word can, by grace and
discipline, be cleared and made fruitful. The goal is not a guilt trip but a cleared field where the
word can finally bear fruit.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

¢ The ordinary, respectable nature of most thorns that choke the word
e Naming sin and competing loves as the first step toward repentance (1 John 1:9)
e Setting the mind on things above as ongoing spiritual discipline (Colossians 3:1-4)



e Generosity and simplicity as practical ways to loosen the grip of wealth (1 Timothy 6:17-19)
Discussion Prompts

¢ Name one specific thorn that is competing for the soil of your heart right now.
e What habit or commitment might you need to prune to make room for the word?
*  How could generosity help loosen the grip of material concerns on your heart?

Question 7
Student Question:

Only the good soil bears fruit, “some a hundredfold, some sixty, some thirty” (v. 23). What does
Jesus mean by fruit, and why does He treat fruit as the true evidence that the word has genuinely
been received?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Now Jesus turns to the good soil, and with it to the question of fruit. The good-ground hearer
“hears the word and understands it,” and “indeed bears fruit and yields, in one case a
hundredfold, in another sixty, and in another thirty” (v. 23). Notice that what distinguishes this
soil is not merely hearing, which all four soils share, but understanding that leads to a harvest.
Fruit is the proof of genuine reception.

Help students grasp what Jesus means by fruit. Scripture describes it on several levels: the fruit
of the Spirit, the inner character of Christ formed in us such as love, joy, peace, and self-control
(Galatians 5:22-23); the fruit of good works and obedience (Colossians 1:10); and the fruit of
new disciples as the word multiplies through us. Fruit is not a single act but the whole life that
the word produces, the visible evidence that the seed truly took root.

This is why fruit, not feeling or knowledge or church attendance, is the true test. Jesus
elsewhere says, “You will recognize them by their fruits” (Matthew 7:20). A heart that has
genuinely received the word will, over time, look different: more like Christ, more obedient,
more generous, more fruitful. Where there is no fruit at all over time, Jesus invites us to ask
honestly whether the seed ever truly took root.

Notice too the varied yield: a hundredfold, sixty, thirty. The harvest is not identical in everyone,
and Jesus does not condemn the thirtyfold soil. God gives different capacities and seasons. The
point is not to anxiously compare yields but to be genuinely fruitful soil. Every good-ground
hearer bears fruit; the amount is in God’s hands, and even thirtyfold is an abundant return for a
single seed.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

®  Fruit as the true and necessary evidence of a heart that has genuinely received the word (v.
23; Matthew 7:20)



¢ The fruit of the Spirit, the inner character of Christ formed in the believer (Galatians 5:22-
23)

¢ The fruit of good works flowing from genuine faith (Colossians 1:10; James 2:17)

¢ Understanding, not mere hearing, as the mark of the good-soil hearer

e Varied yield (thirty, sixty, hundredfold) as a reminder against anxious comparison

Discussion Prompts

¢ What kinds of fruit do you think Jesus is looking for in the good-soil hearer?
e Why is fruit a more reliable test of faith than feelings or knowledge?
e Where do you see real fruit growing in your life, and where do you long for more?

Question 8
Student Question:

The good soil is described by Luke as “an honest and good heart” that holds the word fast (Luke
8:15). What does it look like, practically, for you to cultivate a softer, more receptive heart
toward Scripture this week?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This self-examining question takes the description of the good soil and turns it into a calling.
Luke adds a beautiful detail Matthew assumes: the good soil is “an honest and good heart” that
hears the word, holds it fast, and bears fruit “with patience” (Luke 8:15). Three things mark this
heart: honesty, holding fast, and patient endurance. Help students see that good soil is not a
personality type but a heart that is cultivated.

Start with honesty. An honest heart does not dodge the word or read it selectively to avoid
conviction. It lets Scripture say what it says and bows to it. Cultivating an honest heart means
coming to the word ready to be corrected, not merely confirmed, and refusing to explain away
the verses that press on us.

Then there is holding fast. The good soil does not just receive the word; it keeps it, treasures it,
returns to it. This is the work of meditation, memorization, and obedience, letting the word
dwell in us richly (Colossians 3:16). Ask students what practical step would help the word take
deeper hold this week, perhaps a regular time in Scripture, a verse memorized, a passage
prayed back to God.

Finally, patience. Fruit comes “with patience,” not overnight. We live in a world of instant
everything, and we can grow discouraged when transformation is slow. Reassure your students
that the slow, steady work of the word in a receptive heart is exactly how God grows a harvest.
Their job is to keep the soil soft and tended; the growth is God'’s to give (1 Corinthians 3:6-7).

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues



* The good soil as an honest and good heart that holds the word fast (Luke 8:15)

e Coming to Scripture ready to be corrected, not merely confirmed

® Letting the word dwell in us richly through meditation and obedience (Colossians 3:16)
e Patience and endurance as essential to bearing lasting fruit (Luke 8:15; James 5:7-8)

Discussion Prompts

¢ What would it mean for you to come to Scripture this week with a more honest heart?
* What is one practical way you could ‘hold the word fast’ rather than just hearing it?
*  Where do you need patience as you wait for fruit to grow in your life?

Question 9
Student Question:

Three of the four soils hear the word and yet, in the end, produce nothing that lasts. What does
this parable teach about the difference between merely hearing or even rejoicing in the word
and a living, obedient faith that bears lasting fruit, and how does it warn us against assuming we
are safe?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This is the heaviest question of the lesson, and it deserves the most careful handling, because it
confronts a comfortable assumption many sincere people hold: that having heard the gospel, or
having once responded with feeling, makes them safe. The parable says otherwise with sobering
clarity. Three of the four soils hear the word. The path hears it, the rocky ground hears it with
joy, the thorny ground hears it and even grows for a time. Yet in the end, three of four produce
nothing that lasts. Hearing is not the same as bearing fruit.

Make the central truth unmistakable: genuine reception of the word is proven by fruit that
endures, not by the initial response. The rocky-ground hearer “received it with joy” and was, for
a season, a believer who fell away when trouble came (vv. 20-21). The thorny-ground hearer
grew real shoots before being choked. This parable will not let us rest in a past decision, a
moment of emotion, or mere familiarity with the truth. It presses the question: is the word still
bearing fruit in me now?

This is the place to gently address the popular but unbiblical idea that a person, once saved, can
never fall away. Jesus Himself describes a hearer who “believes for a while and in time of testing
falls away” (Luke 8:13). Scripture repeatedly warns the faithful to take heed lest they fall (1
Corinthians 10:12), not to harden their hearts (Hebrews 3:12-14), and to make their calling sure
(2 Peter 1:10). Salvation is received through a living, obedient faith and is kept through ongoing
faithfulness, not by a single moment after which the outcome is guaranteed. Teach this not to
rob anyone of assurance, but to ground assurance where Jesus grounds it: in fruit that lasts.



Then turn the warning into pastoral hope. The point of the parable is not to leave students
anxious but to leave them awake. Soil can be changed. The hardened path can be broken up,
the rocky shelf can be deepened, the thorns can be pulled. A person who fears they may be one
of the unfruitful soils is, by that very concern, already feeling the plow. Urge them not to coast
on a past response but to give themselves to becoming and remaining good soil, hearing,
holding fast, and bearing fruit with patience to the end.

Close this question by holding together rigor and grace. Yes, the warning is real, and no honest
reading of this parable allows a careless presumption of safety. But the same Jesus who warns is
the patient Sower who keeps scattering seed on hearts like ours, who longs for the harvest, and
who supplies the grace to make us fruitful. The proper response is not panic but a sober,
grateful re-consecration to keep our hearts soft before His word.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Hearing or rejoicing in the word is not the same as a living, obedient faith that bears lasting
fruit (vv. 20-22)

e Genuine reception of the word proven by fruit that endures, not by the initial response (v.
23; Luke 8:15)

* The real possibility of believing for a while and then falling away (Luke 8:13; Hebrews 3:12-
14)

e The warning against presuming we are safe apart from ongoing faithfulness (1 Corinthians
10:12; 2 Peter 1:10)

e Salvation kept through a living, obedient faith, not by a single past moment alone

¢ The patient grace of God that makes hardened, shallow, or crowded hearts fruitful again

Discussion Prompts

e  Why is it dangerous to rest in a past response to the gospel rather than present fruit?

¢ How does this parable challenge the idea that once a person believes, the outcome is
guaranteed?

¢ What evidence of present, living fruit can you point to in your walk with Christ right now?

Question 10
Student Question:

Look back over all four soils. Name one specific way Jesus, the patient Sower, is calling you to
break up hard ground, pull up thorns, or deepen your roots so that His word can bear lasting fruit
in you.

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Use this capstone to gather the whole parable and press it toward a single, concrete response.
Jesus has shown us four soils and one seed, and the entire point is that we would become and



remain good soil. The aim now is not more information but a specific act of cultivation in each
student’s own heart.

Invite students to identify which soil-work they most need. For one it may be breaking up the
hard path of a heart that has grown dull and distracted. For another it may be deepening
shallow roots through hidden disciplines so faith can survive the next trial. For another it may be
the painful, freeing work of pulling up the thorns of worry or wealth that are choking the word
right now.

Press for specificity, because vague intentions fade by Tuesday. A concrete answer might sound
like: “I will set aside ten unhurried minutes in the word each morning before | touch my phone,”
or “I will name and surrender the anxiety about money that is crowding out my trust in God,” or
“I will let the verse that convicted me today actually change how | treat my family this week.”
The good soil is cultivated by such small, deliberate acts.

End in hope and worship, not anxiety. The Sower is patient and generous, scattering His word on
hearts like ours again and again, longing for a harvest. Our part is to keep the soil soft and
tended; the growth is His gift. Lead your class to thank God that He has not given up on any
field, and to give themselves afresh to becoming the good ground where His word bears fruit
that lasts.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

® The integration of understanding the parable with actually cultivating the heart

e Specific, concrete acts of repentance and discipline as the response of good soil

¢ The patient, ongoing work of God in growing a harvest from receptive hearts (1 Corinthians
3:6-7)

e Gratitude and worship as the proper motive for tending the soil of our lives

Discussion Prompts

¢ Which soil-work does God most want to do in your heart: breaking up, deepening, or
weeding?

¢ What is the one specific step you will take this week in response?

e How can this class pray for and encourage you as you tend the soil of your heart?



