The Parables of Jesus

Week 1: Hearing the Word -- Matthew 13:1-9, 18-23

It is a bright morning on the shore of the Sea of Galilee, and the crowd has grown too large to
manage. People keep coming, pressing down the slope toward the water, until Jesus is nearly
backed into the lake by the sheer weight of them. So He does something simple and brilliant. He
steps into a fishing boat, asks the men to push out a few yards from shore, and sits down. Now
the gentle curve of the hillside becomes a natural amphitheater, the water carries His voice, and
every face is turned toward Him. And what does the great Teacher choose to talk about? Not
the heavens, not the law, not the temple. He points, perhaps to a nearby field where a farmer is
at work, and He begins to talk about dirt.

“A sower went out to sow,” He says, and every person on that hillside can see it in their mind.
They have watched it a hundred times. The farmer walks his field with a bag of seed slung across
his shoulder, and with a wide sweep of his arm he flings the grain out across the ground. He is
not planting in neat rows. He is broadcasting, scattering, trusting the soil to do its work. And as
the seed flies, it lands wherever it lands. Some falls on the hard path beaten down by feet, and
the birds drop in behind him to snatch it up. Some falls on thin soil over a shelf of rock, where it
sprouts fast and dies faster. Some falls among thorns that choke the life out of it. And some,
thank God, falls on good soil and gives back thirty, sixty, even a hundred times what was sown.

The crowd nods along, because this is just farming. But Jesus is not giving an agriculture lesson.
When His disciples ask Him privately what it all means, He pulls back the curtain. The seed, He
says, is the word of God. The soils are not patches of ground at all. They are human hearts, and
they are listening to Him at that very moment. The same seed falls on every one of them. The
same gospel, the same invitation, the same word of the King. The difference between a wasted
life and a fruitful one will not be the quality of the seed. It will be the condition of the soil. It will
come down, Jesus says, to how a person hears.

That is why this parable is the doorway into all the others, and why it is the right place to begin
our study. Before Jesus asks anything of us, He asks what kind of ground we have become. He
says it twice, almost like a warning bell: “He who has ears, let him hear.” So read these verses
slowly, and read them as a mirror. Somewhere in this field is your own heart. The question is not
whether the word is powerful enough to bear fruit in you. It always has been. The question is
what the seed will find when it lands in you this week.

Group Discussion: Jesus tells this parable to an enormous crowd, yet He says the whole
difference between a fruitful life and a wasted one comes down to how a person hears (vv. 9,
23). In a world flooded with words, endless feeds, opinions, notifications, and noise, why do you
think truly hearing God’s word has become so difficult? What do you think makes the difference
between someone who merely hears the word and someone in whom it actually takes root?



Personal Reflection: Jesus invites every listener to ask an honest question: what kind of ground
has my heart become? When you sit down with Scripture, or when the word is preached and
taught, which of the four soils do you most often recognize in yourself, and what has shaped
your heart into that kind of ground?

Read Matthew 13:1-9, 18-23

Study Questions

1. When the disciples ask what the parable means, Jesus answers, “Hear then the parable of
the sower” and explains that the seed is the word of the kingdom (vv. 18-19, 23). What
does this parable teach us about the nature, the authority, and the power of God’s word,
and why does Jesus place the entire weight of the harvest on the word that is sown?

2. Jesus describes four kinds of ground, and only one bears fruit. Sitting honestly before this
parable today, which soil best describes the condition of your own heart toward God’s word
right now, and what has made it that way?

3. The same seed falls on every kind of ground, yet the results are completely different (vv. 4—
8). What does this teach us about why some people receive the gospel and others reject it,
and how does it speak against the idea that human beings are powerless to respond to God
until He overrides their will?

4. The seed on the path is snatched away before it can take root, and Jesus says the evil one is
behind it (vv. 4, 19). Where in your week does the word of God most often get snatched
away before it can sink in, whether by hurry, screens, noise, or simple inattention? What is
one specific thing you could change to guard the seed?

5. Jesus says the thorny soil hears the word, but “the cares of the world and the deceitfulness
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of riches choke the word, and it proves unfruitful” (v. 22). How do good things like work,
money, and the worries of life gradually choke out the word, and what does it tell us that
this soil produces a plant that lives but never bears fruit?

6. Name the thorns. What cares, ambitions, or comforts in your own life are quietly competing
with the word of God for the soil of your heart? Be specific, and consider what it would
actually take to pull even one of them up by the roots.

7. Jesus says the good soil is the one who “hears the word and understands it,” and then
“bears fruit” in varying measure (v. 23). What marks out genuine reception of the word from
the other three responses, and why does Jesus describe the proof of good soil not as a
feeling or a decision but as fruit that lasts?

8. The rocky soil springs up with joy but withers when the sun of testing and persecution rises
(vv. 5-6, 20-21). When difficulty, opposition, or disappointment has come into your walk
with Christ, have you tended to wilt, or to dig deeper? What would it look like, practically,
for your faith to grow deeper roots before the next hard season comes?

9. Jesus says the rocky-ground hearer “receives it with joy, yet he has no root in himself, but
endures for a while, and when tribulation or persecution arises on account of the word,
immediately he falls away” (vv. 20-21). What does it mean that a person can truly receive



the word with joy and yet later fall away, and what does this teach us about whether a
believer can be lost, and about the kind of faith that endures to the end?

10. Look back across the whole parable. Jesus has shown you four hearts, and He is asking what
kind of ground you will be. Name one specific way you sense Jesus forming you through
these verses. What is the single change you most need to make this week so that the word
He has sown in you takes deeper root and bears lasting fruit?

Now or Later

Reflect on these passages: Isaiah 55:10-11, God’s word goes out and does not return empty but
accomplishes what He sends it to do; Hebrews 4:12, the word of God as living and active,
piercing to the heart; James 1:21-25, receiving the implanted word and doing it rather than
merely hearing it; Luke 8:11-15, Luke’s account of the same parable, where the good soil holds
the word fast in an honest heart and bears fruit with patience; Hebrews 3:12-14, the warning to
take care lest an unbelieving heart fall away from the living God.



