
Lay Reader Sermon Series I

Sexagesima


psalter:
Psalm 71
1st lesson:
Isaiah 50:4-10
2nd lesson:
Luke 8:4-15
The Parable of the Sower
As we have tried in the Anglican Church to make the Gospel known to our communities, we have found that we often face a disheartening lack of response. The problem doesn't seem to be active hostility, but a massive indifference to what the Gospel says to the world. Many people simply aren't interested.

It's encouraging to know that we aren't alone in this dilemma. The Salvation Army is well known for its evangelistic work, but long ago discovered that some people apparently never will respond in a positive way, no matter how hard they tried. They coined a phrase for them; they said they were "Gospel-proof." They seemed to be immune to the preaching of the Word of God.

Our Lord's parable of the sower showed that He Himself faced this problem of lack of acceptance of what He said and did. He illustrated the situation with this story of a farmer's planting his seed. When He was telling this parable. He was seated in a boat a few feet from the shore of the Sea of Galilee, with a small, fertile plain right along the edge of the lake; and while He talked, there may have been farmers about, sowing the seed on their land.

In response to a question from the disciples, Christ gave some explanation as to why some of the seed did not produce anything, or produced or grew for only a little while. He said that there is an active force of spiritual evil opposing His work and and the work of His followers; "Those by the way-side are they that hear; then cometh the devil, and. taketh away the word out of their hearts, lest they should believe and be saved." These people are represented by the seed which fell on a path, and was "trodden down" or eaten by the birds.

Some of the seed fell "upon a rock;" it grew, but then died for lack of moisture. This was seed that fell on thin soil, with rock just beneath the surface. It represents people who are happy when they first hear the Gospel, but they don't endure; they fall away in times of temptation, because of a lack of depth of conviction revealed by trial and stress.

Then there was seed that fell into ground where weeds and thorns had gone to seed.; the good plants were later choked out by the weeds and thorns in the growing season. These are the people who are so busy they never have time for God and His church; they "are choked with cares and riches and pleasures of this life, and bring no fruit to perfection."

There is an element of autobiography in this parable. On a visit to His hometown of Nazareth, the people "took offense at him," . . . "he could do no mighty work there" . . . He "marveled because of their unbelief." (Mark 6:1-6) Many of the religious leaders turned against Him. He healed several people in synagogues on the Sabbath day, and so was accused of breaking the commandment that applied to the keeping of that day. On one occasion, Mark tells us, "The Pharisees . . . held counsel with the Herodians . . . how to destroy him." (Mark 3:1-6).

At another time, some of Jesus' own followers turned, against Him. It was at the end of the discourse that occurred after the feeding of the 5,000. Some were unable to accept the startling language used by Him – for example, "I say to you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you." (John 6:55) – and being also unwilling to stay with Him long enough to learn what He meant, they left Him; "After this many of his disciples drew back and no longer went about with him." (John 6:66) So the parable of the sower was based on His own experience.

In connection with this Gospel lesson, we also heard Him say to His disciples, "To you it is given to know the secrets of the Kingdom of God, but for others they are in parables, so that seeing they may not see, and hearing they may not understand." These words have disturbing implications, but this is not the only statement like this in scripture. It is very similar to what the voice of God said to the prophet Isaiah, when he had his great vision of God in the temple at Jerusalem: "Go, and say to this people: 'Hear and hear, but do not understand; see and see, but do not perceive . . .'" (Isaiah 6:9) Jeremiah said of the people to whom he preached, ". . . O foolish and senseless people, who have eyes, but see not, who have ears, but hear not . . ." (Jeremiah 5:21) Now comes the greatest of all the prophets, and He receives the same treatment.
Is God Himself hardening people's hearts? That seems to be the implication. But a commentator has paraphrased the Lord's statement, and these similar words from Isaiah and Jeremiah, in this way: "God sent me to bring his truth to this people; and for all the good I am doing I might as well have been sent to shut their minds to it . . . You would think that God had shut their minds to it."

We know, at least, that God permits this lack of response to happen. He allows the possibility implied in the saying, "He who has ears to hear, let him hear." (Luke 8:8) We do have a real choice when we hear the Word of God, or are faced with a choice between what is right and what is wrong. Jesus was once asked, "Lord, will those who are saved be few?" But He wouldn't speculate on this question. Instead, He replied, "Strive to enter by the narrow door" (the "strait gate" in the Authorized Version); "for many, I tell you, will seek to enter and will not be able." (Luke 13:23-24). In other words, look to your own hearing of the Gospel, and don't speculate about numbers.
There must be good soil if the seed of the Word is to grow; it will have no positive response unless there are willing ears to hear it. This parable has the sobering implication that in many cases there will be those who, tragically, will ignore God's Word; but, as someone has said, "Our Lord cannot mean that God intended or desired that His own people would reject His Son's appeal."

As if to emphasize this, He once used the example of the use of a lamp to illustrate the outreach of the Gospel: "No one after lighting a lamp covers it with a vessel, or puts it under a bed, but puts it on a stand, that those who enter may see the light." (Luke 8:16) So the Gospel is the light of the world – the whole world. As Simeon said in the Nunc Dimittis, when the Christ child was presented in the temple. He would be "a light to lighten the Gentiles . . ."

The Gospel is for all people, and God wants them all to re pond in repentance and faith. But the lesson for today tells us that apparently there are going to be some who will not hear; for some reason, they are "Gospel proof"; they are represented by the hard-packed or shallow soil, or the soil choked with weeds, in which the seed of the Word cannot grow or mature.

On the positive side, this Gospel lesson also teaches that there is good soil. Because this is true, the Lord in effect says to us. You must sow the word of God with diligence and trust, and never give up or despair of any person. And you must pray that there will be good soil in every soul, including your own, to receive the seed of the Word of God.
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