30 September 2007
How’s Your Hearing?
Reading: Luke 8:1-15

One of the finest prayers | ever heard was prayed by a man in his eighties. Jack Laburn, or
QUnde JackOas he was affectionately known, was quite a character. He@ had an illustrious
career. Since he had such a wedth of experience and had served with such commitment, the
church made him an honoery boad member--a kind of Qleacon emeritus.O One night, during a
time of prayer at a Boad meeting, we heard his big, boaming voice. | shdl never forget the
authenticity of his prayer as heconwversed with theLord:

Q.ord,Ohe said, Qhe other day my grandchild said to me, @GBrandpa, you®e not
listening.O And | recdled tha, just afew weeks ago, my wife, Eunice, said to me,
Qack, you®e not listening!O Then | remembered how, when | was a child, my
father used to say to me, Qack, you@e not listening! O And Lord, worse still, |
wonde sometimes whether you don® have to say to me, Qack, you®e not
listening!O

Unde Jack then proceeded to confess that he had Ga hearing problem.O You could not hdp but
admire him for this acknowledgement. Yes, he had some definite ideas, as mog of us do, but he
wanted to beattentive to theLord. And hehad the grace and the humility to change his mind.

So let me ask you this morning, AHow@ your hearing?0 The parable before usis about hearing--
realy hearing what God has to say to us.

I YOU SEE, IT IS POSSIBLE TO HEAR AND YET NOT TO LISTEN, TO RECEIVE
THE AUDITORY SIGNALS, BUT NOT TO GET THE POINT OF WHAT IS
BEING SAID.

That@ apparently wha was happening to some of JesusChearers.
A. The Parable in Context.

Let me try to put the parable in context. JesusOpopularity had grown. People were
coming in thar droves to hear him and see the miracles he was peforming, so much so,
that he had to keep on themove. The sense of excitement and anticipation in the crowds
was amog tangible. He was speaking about the kingdom of God. Tha meant different
things to different people. But it was generaly agreed tha when it came, it would bea
vast improvament on the present situation. There was mounting opposition amorg the
religious establishment, but the masses were on his sde They were hanging on his
words. But many were not redly hearing what hewas saying.
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B. The Situation of the Original Hearers

Then hedoes a strange thing. He tells them alittle story about farming. The chances are
that most of us have read the parable or heard a sermon or alesson onit. We immediately
read that the disciples asked him to explain it to them and tha he did so. We have the
interpretation. In fact we have probably never read or heard it without theinterpretation.
But remember that when Jesus first told the parable neither the crowds nor the disciples
knew what he was taking about. Of course, you have to credit them with some
intelligence. They knew tha hewas not just speaking aboutfarming practice.

C. A Simple Enough Story
Listen toit.

>' A farmer went out to sow his seed. As hewas scattering the seed, some
fell dong the path; it was trampled on, and the birds of theair ateit up.
SSome fell on rock, and when it came up, the plants withered because they
had no moisture. "Other seed fell among thoms, which grew up with it and
choked the plants. 3Still other seed fell ongood soil. It came up and yielded
acrop, a hunded times more than was sown."
When he said this, hecdled out, "He who has ears to hear, let him hear.”

That wasit! Itisjud possiblethat there was afarmer in thedistance. In any event, the
hearers would have been familiar with the sight of afarmer scattering seed. Remember,
this was not the Fraser Vdley and farming methodswere alittle different.

In JesusOworld it seems to have reflected standard procedure for broadcast
sowing. Thefarmer recognized that his seed would land in many different
kindsof soil. But sowing often preceded ploughing, and afarmer would
simply wak up and down therows of his field, tossing the seed out by
hand, then using awooden plough drawn by oxen or donkeys, hewould
create furrows in the soil so that as many of the seedsas possible coud
take root*

Perhaps | should state theobvioushere. | do so because it hdps with theinterpretation
of theparable. Thefarmer obvioudy wanted as much seed as possible to take root and
produeacrop. Tha, after dl, iswhy hewas sowing the seed in thefirst place. He
didn®just do thisfor his morning exercise. Nor did he disperse the seed indiscriminately.
But theregion isextremey rocky. Inaddtionto themany rocks on the surface, there

! Craig L. Blomberg, Preaching the Parables: From Responsible Interpretation to Powerful Proclamation
(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2004), 106.
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were unseen rocky ledges under athin layer of soil. And, of course, there was the
inevitable pathway. No farmer would ddiberately throw seed onto the pathway, but the
occasiond gust of wind would blow some of the seed onto the compacted footpath.

. The Puzzled Disciples

L uke tells us matter-of-factly that Qhe disciples asked what this parable meantO(L uke
8:9). Matthew gives us alittle moreinformation. He tells ustha they asked Jesus,
QWhy do you spesk to the peoplein parables2?O(Mt 13:10) Theanswer to tha question
isfairly invdved. | am not going to attempt to explain therole of parablesin too much
detail this morning as that would take usoff at atangent. Sufficeit to say that this was
anintentiond switch. (I shdl include a note on this subject at theend of the sermon).
JesusOexplanation enables usto see exactly what the parable is about and it is as relevant
today as when hefirst told it.

EACH OF US HEARS THE WORD OF GOD, BUT THE QUESTION IS: “ARE WE
LISTENING?”

In this parable Jesus identifies four kindsof hearers. Theseed istheword of God.
Whenever theword is prodaimed, it meets with a response.

. In the first place, there are HARDENED HEARERS.

2Those alongthe path are the ones who hear, and then the devil comes andtakes away
the word from their hearts, so that they may nat believe and be saved.

The seed never even gets an opportunity to germinate. Since the places where the seed
fell are likened to people who hear theword of God, we have to say that although the
seed was snatched away, it was @eceived.O Thereis an implied cul pability. Thisis scary
and| certainly hopeit does not apply to anyonehere this morning. But oneobserves
this. There are those who seem totally imperviousto theword of God. Either they
oppose it or they show total indfference towardsit.

Thepoint is: they dorespond. Hostility isaresponse. Indfferenceisaresponse. As
with all analogies, thereis a point at which theanalogy breaks down. A pathway can®
hdp bang a pathway, but a hearer whoislike a pahway choaoses to rgect or to ignore.
Thetragic thing aboutit is that theword of God contains such good news. Wrapped up,
in that tiny seed isthemiracle of life. It containsthe potentia of fruit.

. Secondly, there are SUPERFICIAL HEARERS.

13Those on the rock are the ones who receive the word with joy when they hear it, but they
have no root They believe for a while, but in the time of testing they fall awnay.
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Matthew@ Gospel explainsthat the shalowness of the soil that covers therock is ore of
the reasons the seed sprang up so quickly. Those represented by therocky places are
drawn to what appear to betheattractive aspects of themessage. But these hearers have
ahearingimpediment. They fal away the moment there is some hardship. If they had
truly committed to theword, hardship would not deter them. They would redize that
difficulty is nothing in comparison with the marvelloussalvation they have received.
That® theinteresting thing. Persecution and hardship do not deter the one who genuindy
receives theword of God.

That@ how it wasin theearly church. Theapostles rejoiced because they had been
counted worthy of suffering disgrace for the NameO(Acts 5:41). Testing refines thetrue
bdiever. 1t& not dways pleasant, but it doesn® cause usto fall avay. Tha@ because
we do not selectively clutch at the peripherd aspects of themessage. We embrace the
message as awhole. It is such good news that alittle hardship does not deter thetrue
bdiever.

. Thirdly, there are SELF-ABSORBED HEARERS.

14The seed that fell amongthoms stands for those who hear, but asthey go ontheir way
they are choked by life'sworries, riches and pleasures, andthey do nat mature.

Where thereisfertile soll, it supports the plants as they germinate and grow, but it aso
supports thomy weeds. And, aswe al know, weeds can be quite prolific. In this case,
the weeds suffocate the plants. What appeared to beso promising at first cameto
nothing. Theseed did not land up on the bore hard pathway or on ashdlow layer of soil
that concedled arock. It actudly landed in good soil. But in theend, it was no more
fruitful than the seed tha was trampled and eaten by birdsor shrivelled up because it
coud not put down substantia roats.

Inevitably life entails certain worries. What@ more, we al need to make endsmeet and
enjoy alittle recreation. But when we have not responded to God@ word in faith, the
worries of life can throttle us When we have not genuindly experienced theriches of his
grace, then worldly weath becomes all-important. It cannat buy true happiness or
guarantee good hedlth. Tha@ why Paul tells usnot to place our confidencein wedth
whichis so uncertain, but to put our hopein God (1 Tim 6:17).

Weadl need some recreation. But when we become preoccupied with pleasure and
entertainment, the yourg plant is choked. Such a preoccupation can only bea sign that
we have not appreciated the trueriches tha are ours. If we hear thegood news of the
word of God, money canna doninate our thinking, nor do we need to put our confidence
in uncertain riches. No pleasure can compare with the sheer joy of knowing Christ. We
certainly will have worries and concerns but we need not be overwhdmed by anxiety.
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All because we hear theword of God and receiveit for what it is. You haven@ redly
(heardOthegood news unlessiit liberates you from the thoms of anxiety and materialism
and hedonism.

. Fourthly, there are RESPONSIVE HEARERS.

15But the seed on goodsoil standsfor those with a node andgoodheart, who hear the
word, retain it, and by persevering produce a crop.

When the farmer went out to sow his seed, he had onething in mind: he wanted to harvest
agoodcrop. And, by theway, theLord does not tell ustha a quarter of the seed fell on
the pathway, a quarter onrock, aquarter among thoms and so on. At themos basic
level, there were two outcomes: some seed bore fruit and other seed did not Thereis
only oneacceptable result.

Those who truly hear theword of God do produce fruit. What® more, no farmer
redistically expected a hundedfold. 1@n told that Qhirty times more than was sownO
was aredly goodcrop with which afarmer would bepleased. CBixty timesOwas way
beyond reasonable expectation. But a hunded times was more than coud ever be hoped
for. Yet themessage so captivates theresponsive hearers, that they flourish and grow
beyond even themost optimistic expectation. They hear thegood news and take it to
heart. Ther growth seems out of al proportionto what was sown. But then, after al,
the seed isthe word of God!

| do need to emphasize onething. When welook a the hardened hearer and the
superficid hearer and the self-absorbed hearer and the responsive hearer, we are not
thinking of different persondity types. Thisisnota Myers Briggsevauation. 1t& not
as though the responses are determined by thetype of disposition onehas. Y ou know,
some are excitable and optimistic and others are deep and contemplative by nature. This
has nothing to do with temperament and everythingto do with attitudeof heart. The
Lord describes the responsive hearers as Qhose with a node andgood heart.O

Conclusion

So, how@ your hearing? Or should | say, how@ your listening? Theword of God comes
to us as aword of amazing grace. It isgoodnews, such good news tha it calsfordl you
have. If you think you can respond to it haf-heartedly or superficidly, you haven®
undestoodit. 1t3 thegreatest newsin al theworld. 1t about knowing God and having
him transform your life. How@ your hearing? If your hearing is right, the seed will not
betrampled underfoot or snatched away, the plant will not shrivel because thereisno
root, the cares of this world will not crush you and the pleasures of this world will not
endave you. Instead, you will flourish and produce abundant fruit. Jesus said: Orhose
who remainin meand | in them will bear much fruit . . . Thisisto my Father@glory, tha
you bear much fruit, showing yourselves to bemy disciplesO(John 155, 8).
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Note:
The Switch to Parables

When asked by the disciples why hewas speaking to the peoplein parables, he said,
Orhe knowledge of the secrets of the kingdom of heaven is given to you but not to thenO
(Mt 13:11). It may seem from what he said that he told parables to keep people from
undestanding thetruth. Thiswould be strange to say theleast--a teacher with an
important message who adopts a ddiberate strategy to ensure that themessageis not
undestood.

There were severd reasons for JesusOswitch to amore parabdic method of teaching.

1. It depicts the response to the word of God as proclaimed by Jesus.
In thefirst place, we mugt redize that Jesus was aware that many who were listening
to him with apparent eagerness were not actudly accepting what he was teaching
(John2:23-25; 6:41, 42, 66-69). They were excited, even fascinated by what they
saw and heard, but theword of God was not having the desired effect in thar lives.
From one point of view, he was summarizing theresponse to his own prodamation of
theword of God.

2. Itrecognizes a distinction between two classes of hearers.
In asense, Jesus places the truth beyond theimmediate grasp of those who are
rgjecting it while, at the same time, making it accessible to those who wanted to hear it
andact uponit. Inthisconrection, his quaation from Isaiah 6 is significant (Mt
13:13-14; Luke 8:9-10). The people to whomIsaiah was sent had, of thar own
volition, rgjected God@word. Isaiah® ministry to them would not result in achange
of attitudeon thdar part. It would hasten judgment and this would in turn lead to
salvation (Is 6:11-13).

Grant Osbome places the matter in perspective for us He acknowledges tha Jesus
spoke in parables to conced thetruth from unresponsive hearers. But heasks a
further question, QNas this the purpose of the parables or a purpose?O He then
explains

For those who reject the presence of God in Jesus (theleaders of the Jews) the
parable becomes a sign of sovereign judgment, further hardening thar hearts. For
those who are open (the crowds) the parable encounters and draws them to
decison. For those who bdieve (the disciples) the parable teaches them further
kingdom truth.?

2 Grant R. Osborne, The Hermeneutical Spiral: A Comprehensive Introduction to Biblical Interpretation, 2" Ed.
(Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2006), 295-6.
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3. Itwas part of a deliberate strategy.
This switch was part of a ddiberate strategy related to the accomplishment of his
mission. This purposeful shift runs paralld to two other factors:

¥ (Histimehad not yet come.O He knew tha matters coud cometo a
premature head, and he took steps to see that this did not hgppen (John2:4;
7.6, 30, 8:20, 1223,27, 1253-54; 131; 17:1).

¥ Heenaured tha hewould not too quickly beidentified as the Messiah. This
would have been counter-produdive, especialy in view of the
misundestanding that surroundel the term and the expectation tha the
M essiah would be a political liberator (Mark 1:24-25, 38-39, 43-45; 7:36;
Luke 4:41; John6:15).

Theswitch to parables as his main (not exclusve) form of publlc teaching worked in
conjunction with Qhe timing motifOand the Onessianic secret.O

4. It was a way of preserving the truth.
GYrther Bornkamm ingsted that QlesusOparables aim at making things clear.3 His
parables did nat obscure the truth so that it woud belog; they packaged the truth so
that it would be preserved. Perhaps Roy Clements comment isthemos hd pful.

Jesus is not merdly seeking to tantalize or educate his hearers;, he is
wanting to chdlenge them at a fundamental level. On the surface, such
stories seem innacuous charming little narratives full of familiar images
that easily capture your attention. In redity they®e a kind of Stedth
bomber, specidly designed to evade our psychologica defenses,
indnuaing themselves indde our mind in spite of every baricade we may
seek to erect, and then dropping a highly explosive charge targeted at the
most vulnerable point in our spiritud complacency.*

5. Itwas an ingenious way of packaging unwelcome truth.
Thebottomlineis tha parables conwey truth in away tha precepts cannot Think
of the QparableOthat Nathan told King David (2 Sam 12:1-13). Thestory got to him
before themessage did. Thesimple but powerful teaching contained in the parables
isavallableto us. Thar messageisasreevant today asit ever was. They explan,
they illugrate and, abowe all, they challenge usto response and commitment.

GYnther Bornkamm, Jesus of Nazareth (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1973), 69.
* Roy Clements, Sting in the Tale (Leicester: IVP, 1995), 7, 8.
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