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STORI ES THAT PACK A PUNCH 
 

St udy 3 
 

How’s Your Hearing? 
 
The well-known par able of  t he Sower  appear s in all t hr ee Synopt ic Gospels (Mat t hew, Mar k 
and Luke).  I t  is one of  only t wo par ables t hat  J esus act ually explains.  At  f ir st  t he 
disciples did not  under st and i t  and asked him why he was speaking t o t he people in 
par ables.  The answer  he gave t hem has somet imes been misunder st ood, so I  shall append a 
not e on t he subj ect . 
 
This par able is an allegor y. That  does not  mean all par ables ar e allegor ies.  For  example, in 
t he par able of  t he Good Samar it an, t he inn does not  have t o mean anyt hing but  an inn, t he 
donkey was a donkey and t he t wo silver  coins wer e li t er ally t wo si lver  coins.  Most  par ables 
make one maj or  point .  Ther e ar e somet imes ot her  subsidiar y point s (usually r elat ed t o t he 
maj or  char act er s), but  we should not  at t empt  t o see spir it ual signif icance in all t he det ai ls.  
When we r ead t he par ables in cont ex t , i t  is usually quit e clear  which det ails r epr esent  
spir it ual r ealit ies and which ar e included t o cr eat e a cont ex t  f or  t he st or y and t o pr ovide 
colour . 
 

WHAT? 
 
1. The Set t ing 
 

J esus had been pr esent ing t he message concer ning t he kingdom of  God in clear  
t er ms (as in t he Ser mon on t he Mount ).  At  a par t icular  point  in his minist r y he 
swit ched t o par ables.  This does not  mean he had never  used a par able bef or e t he 
swit ch, but  t he change was obviously bot h int ent ional and not iceable (Mat  13:34, 
35). 

 
A huge cr owd gat her ed.  I t  was so lar ge t hat  he got  int o a small boat  while t he 
people st ood on t he shor e (Mat t hew and Mar k).  Living in t hat  r egion, t he people 
wer e f amiliar  wit h t he way seed was sown.  Cr aig Blomber g explains: 
 

The f ar mer Õs pr act ice sounds st r ange t o us.  But  in J esusÕ wor ld i t  
seems t o have r ef lect ed st andar d pr ocedur e f or  br oadcast  sowing.  
The f ar mer  r ecognized t hat  his seed would land in many dif f er ent  
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kinds of  soil.  But  sowing of t en pr eceded ploughing, and a f ar mer  
would simply walk up and down t he r ows of  his f ield, t ossing t he seed 
out  by hand; t hen using a wooden plough dr awn by oxen or  donkeys, he 
would cr eat e f ur r ows in t he soil so t hat  as many of  t he seeds as 
possible could t ake r oot .  J esus is t elling a st or y based on t he lif e 
exper ience t hat  many in his audience would have had.  What  seems 
unusual t o us was r ealist ic t o t hem, except  per haps f or  t he har vest .  
A t hir t y-f old yield f or  t he seed was scar cely unpr ecedent ed, t hough 
cer t ainly good.  A six t y- f old yield was par t icular ly welcome.  A 
hundr ed- f old yield would have been bet t er  t han anyone could expect .  
Her e is t he one sur pr ising or  unr ealist ic par t  of  J esusÕ st or y by f ir st -
cent ur y st andar ds.1 

 
2. The Par able 
 

• The most important division 
 

A f ar mer  br oadcast s his seed.  He does so, of  cour se, wit h a har vest  in mind.  
But  inevit ably not  all of  t he seed ger minat es and some of  t he seed t hat  
ger minat es does not  sur vive t i ll t he har vest .  No per cent ages ar e given.  
Accor ding t o J esus, one of  four t hings can happen t o t he seed.  I t  is 
impor t ant  t o under st and t hat  t he most  basic dist inct ion is bet ween two 
out comes, not  f our .  The pur pose of  plant ing seed is t hat  i t  might  pr oduce 
f r uit .  Some seed did and ot her  seed didnÕt .  I n ot her  wor ds, t hese ar e not  
f our  levels of  accept abili t y.  The only accept able out come f or  a plant ed seed 
is t hat  it  yields a cr op. 

 
• The four types of soil 

 
Obviously t he f ar mer  t r ied t o place his seed in f er t ile soil.  But  t he met hod 
employed meant  t hat  some blew ont o t he har d pat hway.  I t  was t r ampled on 
and t he bir ds at e it  up. 

 
The r egion is ver y r ocky.  Besides t he obser vable r ocks on t he sur f ace t her e 
ar e many lar ge r ocks and ledges j ust  beneat h t he sur f ace concealed by a t hin 
layer  of  soi l.  This may have hast ened t he appear ance of  t he plant  but  t he 
r oot  syst em was t ot ally inadequat e.  That  and t he lack of  moist ur e would 
r esult  in t he wit her ing of  t he young plant . 

                                                
1 Craig L. Blomberg, Preaching the Parables: From Responsible Interpretation to Powerful Proclamation (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Academic, 2004), 106.  

 



3 
 

 
The f ields cont ained t hor ny weeds.  Seed t hat  f ell among t he weeds would 
event ually be choked. 

 
But  ot her  seed f ell on good soil and yielded a gr eat  cr op. 

 
• The Puzzlement of the Disciples 

 
The disciples did not  under st and what  t he par able meant .  That Õs not  
sur pr ising.  What , af t er  all, does a li t t le st or y about  f ar ming have t o do wit h 
impor t ant  spir it ual mat t er s r egar ding t he kingdom of  God?  J esus explained 
t hat  one of  t he pur poses of  t he par able was t o conceal Òt he secr et s of  t he 
kingdom of  GodÓ f r om people ot her  t han t he disciples.  His quot at ion of  
I saiah 6:9 is signif icant  her e (See Appendix). 

 
3. The I nt er pr et at ion 

 
The int er pr et at ion it self  is simple enough.  The seed is t he wor d of  God.  J ust  as 
seed is scat t er ed, so t he wor d is pr oclaimed.  But  i t  meet s wit h dif f er ent  
r esponses.  I n some cases i t  doesnÕt  even get  a hear ing.  Bef or e i t  can have any 
ef f ect  at  all, t he devi l comes and r emoves i t .  This is t he seed t hat  f alls on t he 
pat h.  Bef or e long, ot her s, who at  f ir st  seem t o embr ace t he message 
ent husiast ically, f all away.  They ar e like t he seed t hat  f alls on r ocky soil.  St ill 
ot her s hear  t he wor d and seem t o embr ace it .  But  ot her  t hings seem mor e 
impor t ant  t o t hem.  They ar e like t he seed t hat  f ell among t hor ny weeds.  Despit e 
t he init ial gr owt h, t hey never  mat ur e because t hey ar e chocked by Òlif eÕs wor r ies, 
r iches and pleasur es.Ó  Some, however , r eceive t he wor d and cont inue.  I n f act , t hey 
gr ow and pr oduce f r uit .  They ar e r epr esent ed by t he seed t hat  f alls on good soil 
and gr ows t o mat ur it y, pr oducing a plent if ul cr op. 
 

4. Under st anding t he I ssue(s) 
 

• Remember , in t he f ir st  place, t hat  J esus is speaking about  t he r esponse t o 
his own minist r y.  Many f ollowed him excit edly who wer e not  ser iously 
int er est ed in knowing or  ser ving God.  Their  hope was f or  a new or der  (a 
bet t er  lif e) r at her  t han per sonal r epent ance and godliness.  J ohn br ings t his 
out  clear ly (J ohn 2:23-25; 6:14-15, 26, 41 Ð 47, 60-71). 

 
• The pr oblem in t he f ir st  t hr ee cases is wit h t he soi l (or  lack t her eof ), not  

t he seed.  I t Õs a quest ion of  genuine r ecept ivi t y. 
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• We must  not  impose on t his par able subsequent  debat es about  whet her  or  
not  one can lose oneÕs salvat ion.  That Õs not  what  is in view her e.  People 
r espond dif f er ent ly t o t he wor d of  God.  Neit her  a pr of ession of  f ait h, nor  
init ial excit ement  means t hat  a per son has r esponded appr opr iat ely t o GodÕs 
wor d.  Wher e t her e is a genuine r esponse t her e will be last ing f r uit .  I n f act , 
cont inuance in belief  and t he exist ence of  f r uit  ar e t he evidence t hat  t he 
r esponse was genuine (Mat t hew 7:16 Ð 20; J ohn 15:1-8; Gal 5:22; Eph 5:8; Phil 
1:11). 

 
• I t  is inappr opr iat e f or  us t o speculat e r egar ding a per sonÕs salvat ion.  On t he 

one hand we pr ove not hing by saying, ÒI  knew a per son who was a t r ue 
believer  and he/ she t ur ned his/ her  back on God.Ó  We ar e not  in a posit ion t o 
know what  went  on in his/ her  hear t .  On t he ot her  hand, i t  is not  f or  us t o 
say, ÒSo and so has f allen away, t her ef or e he/ she could never  have been a 
Chr ist ian in t he f ir st  place.Ó  Yes, we can t ake t he obser vat ion in 1 J ohn 2:19 
int o account , but  we should also heed PaulÕs wor d t o Timot hy in 2 Tim 2:19, 
ÒGodÕs solid f oundat ion st ands f ir m, sealed wit h t his inscr ipt ion ÔThe Lor d 
knows t hose who ar e his,Õ and, ÔEver yone who conf esses t he name of  t he Lor d 
must  t ur n away f r om wickedness.ÕÓ 

 

SO WHAT? 
 

1. As you look ar ound you and obser ve people r eact ing t o t he pr oclamat ion of  GodÕs 
wor d, ar e you able t o ident if y Ôpat hwayÕ, Ôr ocky placesÕ, Ôt hor ny gr oundÕ and 
Ôf er t i le soilÕ hear er s? 

 
2. Descr ibe, in cont empor ar y t er ms, t he kind of  behavior  r epr esent ed by each kind 

of  soi l. (Remember , t he soils r epr esent  t ypes of  r esponse, not  per sonali t y 
pr of iles). 

 
3. For t unat ely j udgment  is not  commit t ed t o us, but  what  might  we expect  if  one is 

genuinely r ecept ive t owar ds t he Wor d? 
 

4. What  do you under st and by J esusÕ st at ement  in Luke 8:18? (cf . Luke 19:24 Ð 
26)? 

 

NOW WHAT? 
 

1. How r ecept ive ar e you t o t he wor d of  God? 
 
2. What  can you do t o ensur e t hat  you r emain r ecept ive? 
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3. I f  it  is t r ue t hat  Òwhoever  has will be given mor e; whoever  does not  have, even 
what  he t hinks he has will be t aken f r om himÓ (Luke 8:18), what  ought  we t o do 
wit h t he oppor t unit ies God gives us?  Ar e we? 

 

NOTE 
 

Did Jesus tell parables to conceal truth or to reveal it? 
 
Teacher s gener ally use i llust r at ions t o make dif f icult  or  unf amiliar  concept s clear .  But  
par ables ar e mor e t han i llust r at ions.  GŸnt her  Bor nkamm explains: 
 

The r abbis also r elat e par ables in abundance, t o clar if y a point  in t heir  
t eaching and explain t he sense of  a wr it t en passage, but  always as an aid t o 
t he t eaching and an inst r ument  in t he exegesis of  an aut hor it at ively 
pr escr ibed t ex t .  But  t hat  is j ust  what  t hey ar e not  in t he mout h of  J esus.  
Her e t he par ables ar e t he pr eaching i t self  and ar e not  mer ely ser ving t he 
pur pose of  a lesson which is quit e independent  of  t hem.  J esusÕ par ables . . . 
aim, as all par ables do, at  making t hings clear .  (To do so) t hey make use of  
t he f amiliar  wor ld, a compr ehensible wor ld wit h all t hat  goes on in t he lif e of  
nat ur e and of  man . . .  
 
By pr ef er ence and wit h gr eat  ar t , J esusÕ par ables t ell j ust  such st or ies, 
which ar e not  by any means a r egular  f eat ur e of  dai ly lif e.  Yet  t hey always 
r emain wit hin t he r ealm of  what  ever y man under st ands, what  is a daily or  at  
least  a possible exper ience.2 

 
So, accor ding t o Bor nkamm, J esusÕ par ables aim at  making t hings clear .  But  t his seems t o 
cont r adict  what  J esus himself  said.  When asked by t he disciples why he was speaking t o 
t he people in par ables, he said, ÒThe knowledge of  t he secr et s of  t he kingdom of  heaven is 
given t o you but  not  t o t hemÓ (Mt  13:11).  I t  may seem f r om what  he said t hat  he t old 
par ables t o keep people f r om under st anding t he t r ut h.  This would be st r ange t o say t he 
least --a t eacher  wit h an impor t ant  message who adopt s a deliber at e st r at egy t o ensur e 
t hat  t he message is not  under st ood. 
 
 
 
 
 
Act ually, t her e isnÕt  a pr oblem her e if  we t ake t hings one st ep at  a t ime. 

                                                
2 GŸnt her  Bor nkamm, Jesus of Nazareth (London: Hodder  and St ought on, 1973), 69-70. 
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1. Remember  J esusÕ swit ch t o par ables sur pr ised his own disciples.  (By t he way, t his 

does not  mean t hat  he only t aught  in par ables f r om t his point  on.  The st at ement  
cont ained in Mat t hew 13:34, r ef er s t o t he occasion of  which i t  speaks). 

 
2. Enough t ime had elapsed f or  J esus t o see t hat  some wer e incr easingly moving 

t owar d genuine discipleship and ot her s wer e incr easingly r ej ect ing and even 
opposing his message. 

 
3. I n a sense, he places t he t r ut h beyond t he immediat e gr asp of  t hose who ar e 

r ej ect ing it  while at  t he same t ime making i t  accessible t o t hose who want ed t o hear  
it  and act  upon it .  The quot at ion f r om I saiah 6 is signif icant .  The people t o whom 
I saiah was sent  had, of  t heir  own volit ion, r ej ect ed GodÕs wor d.  I saiahÕs minist r y t o 
t hem would not  r esult  in a change of  at t i t ude on t heir  par t .  I t  would hast en 
j udgment  and t his would in t ur n lead t o salvat ion (I s 6:1-13). 

 
4. Gr ant  Osbor ne places t he mat t er  in per spect ive f or  us.  He acknowledges t hat  

J esus spoke in par ables t o conceal t he t r ut h f r om unr esponsive hear er s.  But  he 
asks a f ur t her  quest ion, ÒWas t his the pur pose of  t he par ables or  a pur pose?Ó  He 
t hen explains: 

 
 I t  seems clear  t hat  J esus did indeed have a lar ger  pur pose in using 

t he par able f or m.  Par ables ar e an Òencount er  mechanismÓ and 
f unct ion dif f er ent ly depending on t he audience. . . Each gr oup 
(leader s, cr owds, disciples) is encount er ed dif f er ent ly by t he 
par ables, which demonst r at e t he leader sÕ r ej ect ion, challenge t he 
cr owds t o decision and f or ce t he disciples t o t hink mor e deeply about  
kingdom r eali t y. . .  For  t hose who r ej ect  t he pr esence of  God in 
J esus (t he leader s of  t he J ews) t he par able becomes a sign of  
sover eign j udgment , f ur t her  har dening t heir  hear t s.  For  t hose who 
ar e open (t he cr owds) t he par able encount er s and dr aws t hem t o 
decision.  For  t hose who believe (t he disciples) t he par able t eaches 
t hem f ur t her  kingdom t r ut h.3 

 
 Cr aig Blomber g concur s: ÒI n par t , at  least , par ables ar e spoken t o clar if y a division 

t hat  had alr eady occur r ed among t hose who have hear d J esus t hr oughout  his 
minist r y.Ó4 

 

                                                
3 Gr ant  R. Osbor ne, The Hermeneutical Spiral: A Comprehensive Introduction to Biblical Interpretation, 

2nd Ed. (Downer s Gr ove: I nt er Var sit y Pr ess, 2006), 295-6. 
4 Blomber g, Parables, 110. 
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5. Roy Clement s capt ur es t he genius of  t his met hod of  t eaching. 
 
 J esus is not  mer ely seeking t o t ant alize or  educat e his hear er s; he is 

want ing t o challenge t hem at  a f undament al level.  On t he sur f ace, 
such st or ies seem innocuous; char ming lit t le nar r at ives f ull of  f amiliar  
images t hat  easily capt ur e your  at t ent ion.  I n r eali t y t heyÕr e a kind of  
St ealt h bomber , specially designed t o evade our  psychological 
def enses, insinuat ing t hemselves inside our  mind in spit e of  ever y 
bar r icade we may seek t o er ect , and t hen dr opping a highly explosive 
char ge t ar get ed at  t he most  vulner able point  in our  spir it ual 
complacency. 

 
 One f eat ur e t hat  is of t en char act er ist ic of  t hese st or y par ables is 

t hat  t hey have a st ing in t he t ail (t ale); a punch-line t hat  cr eeps up on 
you and t hen kicks you in t he st omach when youÕr e not  expect ing it .5  

 
6. The bot t om line is t hat  parables convey truth in a way that precepts cannot.  

Think of  t he Òpar ableÓ t hat  Nat han t old King David (2 Sam 12:1-13).  The st or y got  
t o him bef or e t he message did.  The simple but  power f ul t eaching cont ained in t he 
par ables is avai lable t o us.  Their  message is as r elevant  t oday as it  ever  was.  They 
explain, t hey illust r at e and, above all, t hey challenge us t o r esponse and 
commit ment . 

 
 
 

                                                
5 Roy Clement s, Sting in the Tale (Leicest er : I VP, 1995), 7, 8. 

 


