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Matthew 13:1-9, 18-23 

 

"Seeds from Heaven" 

"Listen!..Let anyone with ears listen." These words from our Gospel text today tell us 

that Jesus means business. The parable of the sower of the seed is surrounded in 

Matthew's Gospel by accounts of direct opposition to Jesus' ministry. Chapters 11-12, 

which precede our Gospel test, contain numerous stories of rejection and 

misunderstanding, and at the end of Chapter 13, right after our Gospel account today, 

Jesus finds himself in his own hometown of Nazareth where he's roundly rejected by his 

own people. Our Gospel today sits in the middle of the fray, and as all the voices of 

opposition swirl about him, Jesus sits quietly down by the sea, much like a rabbi-teacher 

would address his flock, and commands all of us to listen.  

 

So when we listen, when we actually listen to Jesus this morning, what do we hear?  

 

I'm sure many of us, upon hearing the parable of the sower of the seed, sit back and 

assume that we've all heard this before. But, as Episcopal priest and biblical scholar 

Robert Capon points out, at the outset, Jesus doesn't actually tell us what he's talking 

about; no, with no introduction at all, he commands us to listen and then launches directly 

into a rather simplistic story about a sower sowing seed on a path, on rocky ground, 

among the thorns and in good soil.  

 

Regrettably, the lectionary covering our Gospel reading this morning leaves out Jesus' 

key speech in verse 11, when he declares plainly that the parable of the sower and the 

seed is all about "the secrets of the kingdom of heaven"—the very means by which the 

kingdom of God actually finds its way into our lives. Capon argues that those who are 

lucky enough to perceive the mystery have a kind of "grip" on understanding it, so that 

when they hear the parables, their understanding is somehow enhanced; their "grip" is 

somehow tightened—while those who have no understanding of the mystery have no 

"grip" at all and will only be baffled by the parables that Jesus tells.1   

 

You know, this all reminds me of my 9th grade math class at St. Christopher's with 

George McVey. I'd done pretty well in algebra, so I was bumped up to the "A" class in 
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Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1985), 58. 

http://www.io.com/~kellywp/YearA_RCL/Advent/AAdv3_RCL.html#OLDTEST


2 
 

geometry, only to find that I had absolutely no “grip,” no clue at all, on the subject. And 

even though Mr. McVey tried to explain it to me, I just seemed to go deeper into my 

misunderstanding, to the point where I was literally drowning in a weird kind of 

intellectual darkness. Thank God I was demoted to the "B" class before I lost all hope! 

Talk about one step back, two steps forward! 

 

But, you know, Capon is a great source of hope for us all in the way he sheds light on the 

mystery of the kingdom of God in Jesus’ parable: on how God sows the seed, the Word 

of God in Jesus, into the world and into our lives.   

 

The first thing he says is that this kingdom of heaven is "catholic" in nature, meaning that 

the work of God in the world is universal, is happening everywhere, all around us 

through Jesus—whether we see it or not—and not just in select places or among certain 

people. And he argues further that the four surfaces—the path, the rocky ground, among 

the thorns, and the good soil—are "clearly meant to cover all sorts and conditions of 

[people]," just like you and me.2  

 

Second, Capon argues that the seeds themselves are the perfect image of what the 

mysterious work of God in his kingdom actually looks like. A single seed is small 

compared to what it produces, and "the true coming of the Word of God," Capon claims, 

"even if you don't see it, doesn't look like very much—and that when it finally does get 

around to doing its real work, it is so mysterious that it can't even be found at all."3 Seeds 

"disappear" when they're planted; when sown they "become not only unrecognizable but 

undiscoverable as well."4  

 

Now consider what all this says about Jesus. He comes down from heaven, and his own 

receive him not; he's rejected and crucified, and as Capon summarizes, "[h]is entire work 

proceeds as does the work of the seed: it takes its place in a mystery, in secret—in a way 

that, as [Martin] Luther said, can neither be known nor felt, but only believed, trusted."5  

 

Third, Capon posits that the seeds themselves are the very means by which the sower-

God does his work. The seeds find themselves in the very action of the sower. On the 

path, they feed the birds; on rocky ground, among the thorns, and in fertile soil, they 

spring up into plants. Yes, in some places they're more productive than others—but they 
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4 Capon, 67-68. 
5 Capon, 68. 
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produce something larger than themselves, nonetheless—almost no matter where they 

are. In the kingdom of God, seeds work. In God's kingdom, the Word of God, Jesus, 

labors in secret.6 

 

And finally, Capon tells us that the good news of the Word of God, the good news of the 

seed, is proclaimed routinely in a “hostile environment.” And he underscores that "the 

supreme act by which the Word declares the kingdom in all its power is not an act at all 

but [rather] a death on the cross inflicted on [Jesus] by his enemies."7 You see, while the 

world carries on in its usual, hostile, and antagonistic way, the Word slips in secretly and, 

unbeknownst to the powers that be, does the will of God—sight unseen.  

 

Nothing stands in the way of the Word. The Word is flung out into the world like seed 

and against all its vicious enemies. In some places it's rejected; in others it grows a bit 

and then withers; and still in other places it comes to full fruition. Those who simply hear 

the Word and accept it, bear fruit. And here’s the amazing thing: They actually do 

nothing for the fruit they ultimately bear; the seed, the Word, does all the work.8  

 

You know, I think I've seen what Jesus is talking about in my own life. Right before I 

came to seminary I experienced a wake-up call in the midst of a real and painful 

corporate bankruptcy case in which I was the lender. It was 2009, and the housing bust 

was in full swing in Atlanta. One of my customers was a major building-supply business, 

which literally lost 75% of its sales volume in the midst of the economic downturn. So it 

was absolutely unable to pay its debt, and as the banker, I had no option but to commence 

foreclosure proceedings, which of course precipitated a bankruptcy filing and ultimately a 

complete liquidation of the business.  

 

Now in the midst of this disaster, where hostile words and actions were everywhere, my 

heart was beating not just out of fear, but also out of extreme humility. Yes, I was 

humbled by what I was experiencing. But interestingly so was the owner of the business. 

It's a rare thing indeed for creditor and borrower to finalize a bankruptcy feeling any 

sense of respect for one another. When businesses are lost, there's a lot of pain and 

sadness, and plenty of fingers pointing every which-way. Forgiveness is a rare 

commodity in the midst of bankruptcy.  
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But you know, one evening, near the end of that case, as I was driving home from the 

office, I got a call on my cell phone from the owner. His voice was faint, but I about 

skidded off the road when I grasped his message. He said that he'd heard that I was 

heading to seminary and that he wished me well. I was absolutely dumbfounded by his 

message. I had no idea when this seed of grace had been planted, or how it had taken 

root in my life without my knowing it. It was all a great mystery.  

 

You know, we listen to these parables of Jesus, and it's so easy to just think of them as 

nice stories to be returned to the proverbial shelf after we've absorbed their message. But 

when life and story come together in a real and compelling way, when seed sown in 

secret suddenly bears fruit beyond our wildest dreams, we really have no choice but to 

believe and trust, as Luther put it, that God is working his purpose out—in ways that can't 

be explained away.  

 

"Listen!..Let anyone with ears listen," commands Jesus. 

 

Perhaps the most important moment in our lives just might be when we finally realize 

that God is sowing the seeds of heaven into our very being every day—precisely 

because he loves us to no end.  

 

This is good news, my friends! This is very good news! 

 

“Listen,” Jesus says, and believe it. Because it’s true. 

 

Thanks be to God. 


