
39

PARABLE OF THE SEEDS
MATTHEW 13:1–23

LESSON 4

 WELCOME
	 Do	you	remember	a	time	you	planted	something?	What	was	
that	experience	like?	

BACKGROUND
	 Have	you	ever	thought	about	why	it	is	that	one	person	finds	
a	joke	funny	and	the	next	person	doesn’t?	Or,	have	you	shared	some	
news	with	a	couple	friends	only	to	find	that	the	information	elicited	
completely	different	reactions?	We	are	not	guaranteed	a	consistent	or	
favorable	reaction	from	people	when	we	share	things	because	many	
factors	influence	people’s	responses.
	 People’s	responses	to	spiritual	truth	are	equally	varied.	In	
Matthew 13:1–23,	Jesus	shared	a	parable	about	the	soil	of	people’s	
lives	and	how	that	impacted	their	response	to	the	Gospel.	His	purpose	
in	sharing	this	parable	was	to	challenge	the	hearers	to	examine	their	
lives	and	cultivate	good	soil	to	receive	and	respond	to	the	Word	of	
God.

 WORD
 As you come to the Word, pause and ask God to make it come 
alive for you.

Context:	Since	many	people	in	the	Galilean	crowds	who	listened	to	
Jesus	were	farmers,	He	occasionally	taught	with	farming	parables.	
Even	those	with	other	occupations	in	the	region	were	familiar	with	
the	farming	way	of	life.	Jesus	shared	this	parable	with	a	large	crowd	of	
people	who	had	gathered	beside	the	Sea	of	Galilee	to	hear	Him	speak.	
Earlier	that	day	Jesus	had	been	approached	by	some	religious	leaders	
demanding	that	Jesus	prove	His	authority	through	miraculous	signs.1 
Instead,	Jesus	confronted	those	in	the	crowd	who	refused	to	listen,	
repent	and	believe,	calling	them	evil.2	Jesus	followed	up	by	affirming	
1 Matthew 12:38
2 Matthew 12:39–45.	By	seeking	to	discredit	Jesus,	the	religious	leaders	were	
aligning	themselves	with	the	evil	intent	of	Satan.
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those	who	were	sincerely	interested	in	learning	from	and	following	
Him,	and	He	identified	them	as	His	true	family.3 

Matthew 13:1–234

 1 Later that same day Jesus left the house and sat beside the 
lake. 2 A large crowd soon gathered around him, so he got into a boat. 
Then he sat there and taught as the people stood on the shore. 3 He 
told many stories in the form of parables, such as this one:
 “Listen! A farmer went out to plant some seeds. 4 As he 
scattered them across his field, some seeds fell on a footpath, and 
the birds came and ate them. 5 Other seeds fell on shallow soil with 
underlying rock. The seeds sprouted quickly because the soil was 
shallow. 6 But the plants soon wilted under the hot sun, and since they 
didn’t have deep roots, they died. 7 Other seeds fell among thorns that 
grew up and choked out the tender plants. 8 Still other seeds fell on 
fertile soil, and they produced a crop that was thirty, sixty, and even 
a hundred times as much as had been planted! 9 Anyone with ears to 
hear should listen and understand.”
 10 His disciples came and asked him, “Why do you use parables 
when you talk to the people?”
 11 He replied, “You are permitted to understand the secrets of 
the Kingdom of Heaven, but others are not. 12 To those who listen to 
my teaching, more understanding will be given, and they will have an 
abundance of knowledge. But for those who are not listening, even 
what little understanding they have will be taken away from them. 
13 That is why I use these parables,
For they look, but they don’t really see.
    They hear, but they don’t really listen or understand.
14 This fulfills the prophecy of Isaiah that says,
‘When you hear what I say,
    you will not understand.
When you see what I do,
    you will not comprehend.
15 For the hearts of these people are hardened,
    and their ears cannot hear,
and they have closed their eyes—

3 Matthew 12:49–50
4	In	parables	such	as	this	one,	Jesus	used	the	everyday	experiences	in	the	lives	of	
His	listeners	as	analogies	or	examples	demonstrating	spiritual	truths.	They	were	
intended	to	spark	questions	and	“press	the	listener	to	search	for	the	intended	
spiritual	meaning.”	Wilkins,	Michael	J.	Matthew: NIV Application Commentary: From 
Biblical Text to Contemporary Life.	Zondervan,	2004.	473



41

    so their eyes cannot see,
and their ears cannot hear,
    and their hearts cannot understand,
and they cannot turn to me
    and let me heal them.’
 16 “But blessed are your eyes, because they see; and your ears, 
because they hear. 17 I tell you the truth, many prophets and righteous 
people longed to see what you see, but they didn’t see it. And they 
longed to hear what you hear, but they didn’t hear it.
 18 “Now listen to the explanation of the parable about the 
farmer planting seeds: 19 The seed that fell on the footpath represents 
those who hear the message about the Kingdom and don’t understand 
it. Then the evil one comes and snatches away the seed that was 
planted in their hearts. 20 The seed on the rocky soil represents those 
who hear the message and immediately receive it with joy. 21 But 
since they don’t have deep roots, they don’t last long. They fall away 
as soon as they have problems or are persecuted for believing God’s 
word.
 22 The seed that fell among the thorns represents those who 
hear God’s word, but all too quickly the message is crowded out by 
the worries of this life and the lure of wealth, so no fruit is produced. 
23 The seed that fell on good soil represents those who truly hear and 
understand God’s word and produce a harvest of thirty, sixty, or even a 
hundred times as much as had been planted!”

1.		What	four	types	of	soil,	or	surfaces,	did	Jesus	describe	in	the	
						parable?	(Matthew 13:4,5 5,	7,	8)

a.		What	were	the	negative	outcomes	associated	with	the	first	
						three	types	of	soil	(Matthew 13:4–7)?

5	In	Jesus’	time,	footpaths,	or	roads,	often	ran	right	through	the	fields.	The	surfaces	
of	these	paths	became	hard	and	compacted,	making	it	impossible	for	seeds	
to	penetrate	the	earth,	leaving	them	vulnerable	to	birds.	Barton,	Bruce	B.	Life 
Application Bible Commentary: Matthew.	Tyndale	House	Publishers,	1996.	257
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b.		What	was	the	positive	outcome	associated	with	the	fourth	type	
						of	soil?	(Matthew 13:8)

2.		What	word(s)	of	instruction	did	Jesus	give	to	His	listeners	at	both	
						the	beginning	and	the	end	of	the	parable?	(Matthew 13:3,	9)

Based	on	Jesus’	instructions,	what	might	be	implied	about	those	in	
the	audience?

3.		What	question	did	Jesus’	disciples	have	later?	(Matthew 13:10)

a.		Why	do	you	think	the	disciples	would	have	asked	that	
						question?

b.		In	your	own	words,	summarize	Jesus’	answer.	(Matthew 13:11–
      17)
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c.		In	your	experience,	what	are	some	reasons	for	people’s	
						responsiveness	to	or	rejection	of	spiritual	truths?

4.		Jesus	offered	an	explanation	of	the	parable	of	the	sower	to	His	
						disciples	(Matthew 13:18–23).	The	chart	below	describes	the	type
						of	response	represented	by	each	kind	of	soil.	Complete	the	chart	
						by	noting	the	outcomes	when	the	seed	(the	Word	of	God)	fell	on	
						the	different	kinds	of	soil.

Soil/Surface Response Outcomes
13:19

hardened	footpath
Hear	but	don’t	really	

understand

13:20–21
rocky	soil

Hear	but	don’t	
develop	deep	roots

13:22
weedy	soil

Hear	but	the	
message	is	crowded	
out	by	the	worries	of	
life	and	the	lure	of	

wealth
13:23

good	soil
Truly	hear	and	

understand	God’s	
Word

How	do	these	outcomes	depict	what	you’ve	experienced	or	observed	
in	life?
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ALLEGIANCE
Relinquishing and surrendering our lives to the King with loyalty to 
Him alone.

Total	surrender	to	Jesus	Christ	requires	a	certain	degree	of	trust,	
softness	and	openness	to	Him.	Living	in	this	kind	of	surrender	
to	Christ	is	a	place	of	safety,	while	a	hardened	heart	is	a	place	of	
eternal	vulnerability.	One	author	uses	the	New	Testament	example	
of	the	Pharisees	to	describe	how	a	person’s	heart	can	be	hardened	
over	time,	making	it	susceptible	to	the	enemy’s	attacks:	“At	first	
[the	Pharisees]	are	curious	about	Jesus.	Along	with	the	crowd,	at	
the	beginning	they	think,	‘Can	this	be	the	Christ?	Let’s	give	him	a	
good	look.’	But	it	doesn’t	take	long	for	their	hearts	to	harden.	When	
they	hear	Jesus	say	he	has	the	authority	to	forgive	sins,	their	hearts	
begin	to	tighten;	and	when	they	see	him	welcome	sinners	to	table	
fellowship,	their	hearts	start	to	slowly	freeze;	and	finally,	once	he	
breaks	their	sacred	laws	by	healing	a	man	on	the	Sabbath,	their	small,	
cold	hearts	become	calcified,	as	hard	as	a	floor.	And	the	seed	still	
sitting	there	right	atop	their	cold	hearts	is	an	easy	swallow	for	Satan.”6 

5.		What	kinds	of	things	threaten	to	harden	your	heart	against	
						embracing	full	allegiance	to	Christ?

a.		The	prophet	Ezekiel7	described	a	time	of	cleansing	and	renewal	
						in	which	God	would	exchange	people’s	stony,	stubborn	hearts
						for	tender,	responsive	ones.	If	you	were	to	describe	the	
						softness	of	your	heart	in	terms	of	bread	products,	what	would	
						you	be	(a	day-old	loaf,	hard	crackers,	fresh	angel	food	cake,	
						flexible	but	tough	pita)?	Why?

6	O'Donnell,	Douglas	Sean.	Matthew: All Authority in Heaven and on Earth. 
Crossway,	2013.	228
7 Ezekiel 36:26–27
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b.		How	would	you	like	your	responsiveness	towards	Christ	to	stay
						the	same	or	be	different?

INTEGRATION
Putting our intellectual understanding of the Kingdom into practice 
in every aspect of our lives.

Roots	that	grow	deep	and	strong	offer	stability	when	trouble	
threatens	our	lives.	Paul’s	prayer	for	the	Ephesians	reflects	the	
significance	of	being	deeply	rooted	in	the	transformative	love	of	
Christ:	“I pray that from his glorious, unlimited resources he will 
empower you with inner strength through his Spirit. Then Christ will 
make his home in your hearts as you trust in him. Your roots will grow 
down into God’s love and keep you strong.”8 

6.		How	do	you	tend	to	respond	when	you	come	up	against	difficult	
						struggles	in	life?

7.		How	are	your	spiritual	roots	different	than	they	were	1,	5	or	10	
						years	ago?

8 Ephesians 3:16–17
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Looking	forward,	how	might	you	nurture	deeper	roots	of	faith	that	
broadly	impact	your	life?9

MISSION
Living out the Gospel and Kingdom values through faith-filled 
proclamation and demonstration.

8.		Think	back	over	your	faith	journey	and	what	seeds	(spiritual	truths)
						impacted	you.	What	seeds	caused	you	to	look	more	seriously	at	
						Jesus	or	the	Bible	or	finding	a	church?

9.		As	you	think	about	your	response	to	question	3.	c.,	what	could	it	
						look	like	to	be	on	mission,	planting	seeds	in	a	culture	that	is	prone
						to	rejecting	spiritual	truth?	Brainstorm	with	your	group.

9 See John 15:4–5 for	some	insight.
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 WORSHIP
 Take a moment to enter into a time of worship—both on your 
own and with your community—to show praise, adoration and love 
for God.

One	of	the	beautiful	parts	of	this	parable	is	that	a	harvest	will	
naturally	flow	from	the	life	of	a	person	who	is	open	to	hear	and	
understand	God’s	Word.	Harvests	that	produce	thirtyfold,	sixtyfold	
and	hundredfold	are	all	affirmed	as	a	good	harvest.	Those	who	delight	
in	God’s	law	(His	Word)	“are like trees planted along the riverbank, 
bearing fruit each season. Their leaves never wither, and they prosper 
in all they do.”10	Remembering	this	reality	of	God’s	Kingdom	is	an	
occasion	for	praise.

Recall	a	few	examples	of	fruitfulness	in	His	Church,	in	your	community	
of	faith,	and	in	your	own	life.

Thank	God	for	these	blessings.

CONVERSATION PROMPTS
Consider using one of the conversation prompts this week to begin 
having a spiritual conversation with someone in your life.

• How	do	you	tend	to	respond	to	struggles	in	your	life?
• What	worries	tend	to	distract	you	from	the	good	things	you	

want	to	do?
• Do	you	tend	to	be	open	or	skeptical	toward	spiritual	

conversation?
• What	kinds	of	things	do	you	want	to	grow	in	your	life?

10 Psalm 1:2–3.	Jeremiah 17:7–8	speaks	similarly	of	blessing	and	strength	from	deep	
roots.
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TAKE-AWAY SUMMARY
As	you	have	worked	through	this	lesson	and	listened	to	Holy	Spirit,	
what	is	your	one	significant	take-away?	

Write	a	brief	summary	of	your	take-away	on	page	116.	
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SERMON NOTES
Lesson 4
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Prayer Requests


