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“The Open Heart”

Matthew 13:1-9, 18-23

July 10, 2005


Matthew chapter 13 finds Jesus better than half-way through his ministry. His reputation as a dynamic teacher, healer, and loose cannon draws a large crowd wherever he goes. As in any large following some people are committed to his teachings and are hungry to know more and some are just enjoying the diversion from everyday things and have no intention of changing their comfortable ways of life. And, in Jesus case, there is an ever present small group of people who are hoping to catch him making a fatal mistake, one they can use against him to destroy him.


Jesus has always been fond of using stories and illustrations in his teaching. Those stories must have been a favorite for the crowds. But it is about this time that Jesus begins to use the parable as his main way of sharing God’s truth. A parable is a story from real life that draws one or several moral or spiritual truths. The unique thing about a parable is that the story doesn’t give you the punch line but stimulates the hearer to filter the parable through his or her own life perspective and make connections to the truth Jesus shares. The connections of truth that the hearer makes depend on that person’s spiritual maturity. A person committed to God would understand the parable as a metaphor for the spiritual life. A person with little spiritual interest would think the story interesting, filled with truth, but wouldn’t make a connection with the spiritual life. A parable reveals God’s truth to those who are seeking but hides it from the casual listener.

Jesus explains to his disciples that he uses parables because so many people have become callused to his message, even blind to the good he is doing. They see but they don’t see, they hear but they don’t hear or understand. And so he hides the Good New in parables understood only by those who really are trying to understand, really want to know.


The Parable of the Sower or Seed is a parable about the crowd present that day, and about anyone who is exposed to the seed of the Good News. Some will hear and understand and build their lives on Jesus’ teachings, some will hear but are determined to reject Jesus so the words will be rejected. Some will hear the Good News but it will get strangled out by other things. And some will hear but not get it and not be changed. This parable clearly identifies the kind of person who will be saved and inherit the Kingdom of God.


Jesus didn’t always explain his parables, but this one he does explain to his disciples. Jesus explains that the seed is the “the message about the kingdom”, the Good News. The sower is Jesus, but the sower could be anyone who tries to share the Good News. The sower could be you or me. The soil represents people’s hearts and how they receive the message. One message, four kinds of hearts that the message reaches. Not everyone responds positively to the Good News, not even from Jesus.


The first kind of heart is represented by “the path” in verse 4 & verse 19. This is the hard heart. The hard heart has been trampled on by sin until it completely repels the Good News.

Paths are made by repeated pounding. The easiest way to get from my front yard and garage to back yard is around the north side of my house. There is a welcoming gate there. I have worn a path through the grass. Try as I might I can’t keep that part of the lawn looking decent. It always looks trampled. Can you imagine what that path would look like if hundreds of me’s walked that path? Jesus’ parable likens the hard heart to a packed, hardened path. This heart has been trampled on by sin for years and years. A sin hardened heart doesn’t just reject God’s Good News, it suppresses the truth.


Romans 1:18 says that those whose hearts are so hardened live godless and wicked lives and go out of their way to suppress God’s Good News. Even the obvious marks of God’s creation are ignored by the sin hardened heart. The suppressed Truth of the Good News leads to spiritual ignorance and degradation into deeper and deeper sin, which leads to even greater suppression. A vicious cycle drawing a person farther and farther from God’s salvation. This person loves their sin and doesn’t want God’s wisdom or goodness to spoil their sin, completely rejecting the idea of God’s sovereignty. You see, the Good News is founded upon the revelation that God has the right to be Lord of our lives. God has the right to rule us. Sin hates that! But salvation is contingent upon our giving our wills over to God. We can believe that Jesus is God’s son, we can believe he died for us, but if we are unwilling to give our lives over to his Lordship we will still go to hell unsaved. Lordship is the key to heaven, a hard heart absolutely rejects Jesus’ Lordship.


The seed of Good News rains down along the path just as it does in the well-cultivated soil, but the seed that falls on the path just lies there, it has little hope of germinating. Jesus says that path represents the person whose heart is so hard they can’t understand the Good News. The “birds come”, and eat up the seed. Jesus says the birds represent “the evil one” (v.19), Satan takes the seed of Good News away.


The second kind of soil, “the rocky places” is in verses 5 & 20. The rocky places represent the shallow heart. The rocky places readily receive the seed but have little or no soil beneath them. A person with a shallow heart has little or no understanding of God’s Word and so doesn’t get the daily support and encouragement that God’s Word has to give. A shallow hearted person, because he doesn’t listen to God’s Word, doesn’t take the time to talk with God or talk with others about God, has a faith that is delicate, just barely there. The Good News comes, the shallow hearted person recognizes it and welcomes it. The Good News begins to grow in their heart but because there is not depth in their understanding and walk with God it quickly runs out of soil in which to grow and dies.


Every church receives a lot of people with shallow hearts. They come, hear the Good News, rejoice with us and join us. But the least little thing pulls them away. They commit themselves to something that is scheduled on Sunday morning during the worship hour and they quit coming. They suddenly encounter family problems of some nature, take the time away from worship to address those problems, get out of the habit of coming and drift away. They have a little tiff with someone at church and disappear. A romance fails, a sickness intervenes, a job goes sour, a thousand different things can pull them away. Satan uproots the seed of the Good News.


The third kind of heart is the Strangled Heart that Jesus calls the seed that fell among thorns, verse 7 and 22. The strangled heart is strangled by things. The soil of this person’s heart is pretty good. Their knowledge of the scriptures is decent. They spend some time in prayer and fellowship with other Christians. They want to produce good fruit for the Lord. But things keep getting in the way, things like “worries” and “wealth”.


These kinds of things are insidious kinds of corruptions, they quietly grow along with the Good News gradually competing with God’s grace, slowly strangling out the possibility that some good fruit can be born and the person will grow spiritually.


In Matthew 6 Jesus talks about worry and encourages us not to worry about anything but to trust God in every situation. Jesus doesn’t mean that we should blithely scamper though this life letting things take care of themselves. Jesus was a planner. Jesus took premeditated, carefully planned steps throughout his ministry. He means that we should not let worries so consume us that we forget that ultimately God is in control and will work his will for our good. Worry that consumes us strangles out God’s blessings and can ultimately kill our trust of God and our faith.


All too often our faith is in danger of being strangled to death by our single-minded focus on getting or providing. The desire for financial security and the things it can buy us begins to strangle our time with God. Jesus spun a parable about just such a thing when he talked about the man who was so blessed by God that he turned all his attention to building bigger and better ways to protect his blessings. It is a bad sign if you find yourself thinking, “The spiritual life is important to me and my family, but right now I need to focus all my efforts on furthering my career and providing for my family the things they need and deserve. When we get settled, when I have a nice stable income and we have the things we so want, then I will give my spiritual life more focus.” Watch out, that kind of thinking is evidence that weeds are choking your walk with God, taking away the blessing, keeping you from the joy and peace of the Lord’s companionship.


There is a fourth kind of heart, the open heart that Jesus identified in verse 8 and 23 as “good soil”. The person with an open heart hears the Good News, understands its beauty and value and makes Jesus absolute Lord of his life. Jesus says that person begins to bear wonderful fruit that obviously comes from God. His love is pure and faithful. There is a joy in him that spreads joy to others and a peace that could only come from God. He is patient and kind and good. He is faithful to God and faithful to his promises to his family and friends. He is gentle and never seems to loose control of himself. These are fruits of the seed of the Good News produced by the good soil of an open heart to God.


The sad news of this parable is that not everybody responds to the Good News and is saved. Some reject it completely, some welcome it but quickly loose it, some welcome the Good News but let other things become more important. And some make the Good News the cornerstone of their lives.


The most important question this parable raises is “which are we?” Do we have an open heart? Are we receptive to God’s truth? Have we allowed the teaching of the Bible to settle down into our life so that we have turned from sin, placed our whole faith in Jesus and begun to produce the Holy Spirit’s fruit?

You may say, “I’m afraid not. I wish my heart was like that, but I’m afraid it is pretty hard, or too shallow or strangled by too many things. I hear Jesus speaking to me. What can I do? Is there any hope for me?”


Yes, there is hope. It is true that we of ourselves can do nothing about our condition, any more than soil can change its nature by itself. But the Divine Gardener can do wonderful things to our condition. He can break up the hard ground, He can uproot the rocks, He can pull up the thorns. He is your hope, not you, the Gardener. In the Old Testament book of Ezekiel God wrote to hard hearted people that he would give them a new heart and put a new spirit in them; he would remove from them their heart of stone and give them a heart of flesh. God said, “I will put my Spirit in you and move you to follow my decrees and be careful to keep my laws.” (Ezek. 36:25-27)


Jesus said, “With God all things are possible.” (Matthew 19:26) Not possible for just anyone, possible for you, when God does the work. The only thing that will stop that is a heart that is not open to allow Jesus to be Lord. Only you can open your heart to Jesus. I can’t do that for you, even God can’t do that for you. You have to take the first step. Admit where your heart has been and ask him to save you anyway. He will! Because he loves you. Amen.

