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Batting .250 – Matthew 13:1-12 – FaithMC – May 5, 2013 

 

When the average major league baseball player steps up to the plate, 

   attempting to get a hit, most of the time he will fail. 

 In fact, 3 out of 4 times, he will fail—3 out of 4 times he will make an out. 

 

 A .250 batting average means that a hitter who comes to the 

  plate 100 times will make 75 outs—and get only 25 hits. 

 In a full season of 600 at bats, the average player will make 450 outs. 

 Three times out of four he will strike out, or hit a ground ball 

  to an infielder, or hit a harmless fly ball to one of the outfielders. 

 

Though he tries his best, the average major league player— 

 the best baseball players on this planet—as a group are hitting only about .250. 

And to reward this failure rate of 3 out of 4, 

     the average annual salary for a major league player this year is $3.4 million. 

 Which means that each hitter—on the average—is being paid $5,600  

  for every time they step up to the plate to get a hit— 

  a task at which they fail 75% of the time. 

 

Jesus didn’t know baseball, but he DID know about a .250 batting average. 

 And as far as Jesus was concerned, a .250 average, a success rate of 1 out of 4, 

  is OK—it’s average—it’s about all you can expect. 

 

That’s the main point of his parable of the sower. 

 Jesus is trying to help his disciples claim realistic expectations. 

 He’s relieving them of the burden of thinking they have to bat 1.000 

  to be acceptable—to be competent—to be faithful. 

 

Now, most of the time when you hear a sermon about this parable, 

 you’ll hear it as a call for you to be the good soil. 

“Don’t be like that rocky ground,” says the preacher. 

“Don’t be like that shallow soil that can’t sustain life for very long.” 

“Don’t let busy-ness and clutter and the pace of life choke out the things of God.” 

“Be like the good soil.  Keep the soil of life loose, deep, and receptive so that the seed 

  of God’s word can find a place to live and grow and thrive and bear 

  much fruit.”  That makes a great sermon. 

 

But that interpretation of this parable assumes that Jesus was speaking 

 primarily to the crowds—the crowds that were so large that he 

 had to get into a boat and from there preach to the people on the shore. 
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Yes, he spoke to the crowd, but if you pay attention to verses 9-17, 

 you learn something surprising— 

 you learn that Jesus did not expect the crowd to really hear what he 

  was saying;  he did not expect the crowd to understand.  

 

Jesus’ low expectations about the crowd are based on his own experience: 

As Matthew tells the story of Jesus, at first—beginning in the Matthew 4— 

 Jesus speaks clearly to the people. 

 He teaches them directly.  He uses no parables. 

 

But then Matthew begins to show how Jesus was beginning to be rejected. 

 People became less and less open to Jesus. 

 In the chapters right before this parable, 

  Matthew frequently quotes the prophet Isaiah, 

   and the verses he quotes are verses of how Israel has 

   rejected God and rejected God’s messenger. 

 

And so finally, by the time we get to Matthew 13, 

 Jesus resorts to speaking in parables—in riddles. 

 His message is no longer plain, concrete, and simple— 

  but it is hidden from the masses, 

  it is concealed from all but a select few—his disciples. 

 

After Jesus tells the parable of the sower in Matthew 13, 

        he has a private conversation with his disciples--a PRIVATE conversation. 

 

And there—in v. 11—he tells them that they—the disciples— 

   may know the secrets of the kingdom of heaven, 

 but Jesus also says that the folks in the crowd simply will not get it— 

  the masses will NOT understand. 

 

Says Jesus in v. 13, 

 “I speak now in parables because when I spoke clearly they rejected me. 

    When they KNEW and UNDERSTOOD what I was saying, 

  they turned away—they didn’t really want to listen.” 

   

Then Jesus quotes from Isaiah 6—another passage about hearts that 

 have grown dull, ears that are hard of hearing, and eyes that are shut. 

But then he turns to his disciples and says, 

 “You are capable of hearing.  You are capable of understanding.” 
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And then—THEN Jesus explains the parable of the sower to them— 

 only to the disciples—he does NOT explain it to the crowds. 

 

That’s why my sermon today is not going to be the standard call from the pulpit to be  

 good soil so that God’s Word can be planted in your heart and life. 

 

Jesus did NOT use this parable to call people to faith for the first time. 

Jesus himself says clearly to his disciples that THEY were his primary audience. 

 It is those who ALREADY have the seed of God’s Word in their 

   lives that Jesus is primarily addressing. 

 

Jesus told this parable so that his disciples would identify with the SOWER. 

  Jesus is telling his disciples, 

 “Your job is to go out and sow seed—the seed of the kingdom. 

 Broadcast the seed—scatter it wherever you go—sow it generously.” 

 

If you were a farmer in Jesus’ day, you would have no GPS-guided 36-row corn  

 planters that would place each seed exactly at the right depth, exactly at the  

  right distance from the next seed in the row. 

 

No, when it was time to plant, you put your seeds in a bag or in a basket, 

 you walked out to your field, you reached your hand into the seeds, 

 you got a fistful of seeds, and then you scattered them. 

You broadcast them left and right as you walked up and down your field. 

Your field, by the way, did NOT consist of 180 acres of rich, uniformly deep soil. 

 There were shallow spots with rock ledges right under the soil’s surface. 

  There were paths of rocks. 

 

AFTER you had scattered your seed all over your field, 

 then you would go back and plow the seeds into the soil as best you could. 

 You raked in the seeds, or harrowed them in where the soil was  

  deep enough to allow it.   

   

So don’t picture yourself with modern equipment on a Kansas field, 

 expecting that 95% of your seeds will germinate. 

You’re simply tossing the seeds into the wind—left and right. 

As every place walk, you sow. 

And Jesus says to you, “Just want you to know, you seed-sower, 

   that some of the seed you toss into the wind  

   will fall on the rocks and you’ll get no response at all. 
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Some people who will hear your message and accept it, 

 but it will stay only on the surface of their lives and it will never get 

  down deep into their hearts, 

 and pretty soon they’ll go another way and you’ll never hear from them again. 

 

And there will be some people who accept your message, 

 but they will get so busy, their lives will have too many other priorities, 

  they’ll put last things first and first things last, 

 and all their STUFF will choke out the life that God wants to give them. 

  

But,” says Jesus, “there WILL be some who hear your message, 

 accept it, grow in it, and become joyful, growing disciples; 

  they’ll develop into loving, radical, delightful children of God.” 

 

Says Jesus to his disciples—that’s us—“You can expect to bat around .250. 

 You can expect that 3 out of 4 of your attempts will fail. 

 You can expect that most of the time, those with whom you share the Good  

  News will either reject it outright, or they just won’t last. 

But if you keep sowing seed, if you keep doing what I’m calling you to do, 

 some of the seed—maybe 1 in 4—will find fertile soil. 

  And from those few seeds, the yield will be terrific.” 

 

This is a parable of encouragement, encouragement to accept your limitations. 

After all, even Jesus—that perfect sower of seed—failed with most people. 

 The vast majority rejected him.  Then they killed him. 

 

So Jesus is trying to take the pressure off his disciples— 

 the natural pressure we all feel to be 100% successful, 

 the natural desire we have to look good, to have everybody like us, 

  accept us, and agree with our message. 

 We want every project to succeed. 

 We want every idea to bear fruit. 

 We want a guarantee of success before we’ll put our time or our 

  money into any new idea. 

 

We try once, we try twice, we try 3 times, and no positive results. 

  And so we’re tempted to give up. 

But baseball players know that 1 out of 4 ain’t bad. 

 It’s good enough to make you $3.4 million a year. 
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And furthermore, 1 out of 4 is an AVERAGE. 

 They don’t do that every game. 

 Even the best players will have an 0 for 20 streak from time to time. 

 But they know that if they keep swinging the bat, 

  if they keep working at what they do, the hits will come. 

 

Likewise in the church, we’re called to keep swinging the bat. 

    We’re called to keep sowing the seed. 

 

Speak that word of love to your neighbor. 

Dare to speak of God to your co-worker. 

Try that new mission project in the community. 

Experiment with that new program in the church. 

Sow some seeds of peace in a conversation promoting war. 

Sow some seeds of grace in conversations promoting vengeance. 

Do some acts of reckless kindness. 

Let your light shine. 

Be the salt of the earth. 

Don’t worry about the results; the results are up to God, not you. 

Don’t expect to have a higher batting average than Jesus. 

Don’t expect to be accepted more often than he was. 

Don’t expect to bat 1.000; don’t expect success even half the time. 

Most of the time it won’t work—at least not in the way you expected. 

 

The ground on which you scatter seeds of the kingdom is not always fertile— 

 but that’s OK—just keep scattering seeds. 

  And some—SOME will grow. 

  SOME will bear fruit—MUCH fruit. 

 

I like this parable because it combines a strong call to the disciples with 

 a message of radical grace.       CALL & GRACE 

 

The call is to sow seed—to do it persistently. 

But there is such wonderful grace in that call: 

There’s no pressure to perform—no pressure to hit a home run every time. 

Expect to make an out 3 out of 4 times—that’s OK, says Jesus. 

 That’s all the better I did. 

 

So don’t do only those projects that have a guarantee of success. 

Don’t speak the Good News only to those you KNOW will respond. 

Don’t make initiatives only where you are SURE it will work out. 
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Dare to fail; dare to fail most of the time. 

 Thomas Edison did 9,000 failed experiments before he got a working 

  light bulb. 

 Albert Einstein once said, “I have not failed, I have just found 10,000 ways that 

  don't work.”  

 In 1923, Babe Ruth broke the record for home runs.  He also broke the 

  record for highest batting average.  And he also broke the record 

  for the most strikeouts in one season. 

 Success depends on rejecting the fear of failure, which means accepting 

the inevitability of failure—frequent failure. 

 

As individual Christians, and as a congregation, 

 we’re called to boldly keep swinging the bat, 

 to sow seeds of the kingdom with joyful freedom, 

  recognizing that the task is so important that we must be 

  willing to fail.  A lot. 

 

Jesus’ call in this parable is to just keep sowing—sowing without pressure— 

 sowing simply because we’ve got good seed and we want to share it. 

 

Using the baseball metaphor, we keep stepping up to the plate, swinging the bat,  

 accepting the frequent outs, celebrating the occasional hits, 

  and living in the grace of a .250 batting average, 

  to which Jesus responds by patting us on the back and saying, 

  “Glad you’re on my team; just keep swinging!” 
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  money into any new idea. 

 

We try once, we try twice, we try 3 times, and no positive results. 

  And so we’re tempted to give up. 

But baseball players know that 1 out of 4 ain’t bad. 

 It’s good enough to make you $3.4 million a year. 
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And furthermore, 1 out of 4 is an AVERAGE. 

 They don’t do that every game. 

 Even the best players will have an 0 for 20 streak from time to time. 

 But they know that if they keep swinging the bat, 

  if they keep working at what they do, the hits will come. 

 

Likewise in the church, we’re called to keep swinging the bat. 

    We’re called to keep sowing the seed. 

 

Speak that word of love to your neighbor. 

Dare to speak of God to your co-worker. 

Try that new mission project in the community. 

Experiment with that new program in the church. 

Sow some seeds of peace in a conversation promoting war. 

Sow some seeds of grace in conversations promoting vengeance. 

Do some acts of reckless kindness. 

Let your light shine. 

Be the salt of the earth. 

Don’t worry about the results; the results are up to God, not you. 

Don’t expect to have a higher batting average than Jesus. 

Don’t expect to be accepted more often than he was. 

Don’t expect to bat 1.000; don’t expect success even half the time. 

Most of the time it won’t work—at least not in the way you expected. 

 

The ground on which you scatter seeds of the kingdom is not always fertile— 

 but that’s OK—just keep scattering seeds. 

  And some—SOME will grow. 

  SOME will bear fruit—MUCH fruit. 

 

I like this parable because it combines a strong call to the disciples with 

 a message of radical grace.       CALL & GRACE 

 

The call is to sow seed—to do it persistently. 

But there is such wonderful grace in that call: 

There’s no pressure to perform—no pressure to hit a home run every time. 

Expect to make an out 3 out of 4 times—that’s OK, says Jesus. 

 That’s all the better I did. 

 

So don’t do only those projects that have a guarantee of success. 

Don’t speak the Good News only to those you KNOW will respond. 

Don’t make initiatives only where you are SURE it will work out. 
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Dare to fail; dare to fail most of the time. 

 Thomas Edison did 9,000 failed experiments before he got a working 

  light bulb. 

 Albert Einstein once said, “I have not failed, I have just found 10,000 ways that 

  don't work.”  

 In 1923, Babe Ruth broke the record for home runs.  He also broke the 

  record for highest batting average.  And he also broke the record 

  for the most strikeouts in one season. 

 Success depends on rejecting the fear of failure, which means accepting 

the inevitability of failure—frequent failure. 

 

As individual Christians, and as a congregation, 

 we’re called to boldly keep swinging the bat, 

 to sow seeds of the kingdom with joyful freedom, 

  recognizing that the task is so important that we must be 

  willing to fail.  A lot. 

 

Jesus’ call in this parable is to just keep sowing—sowing without pressure— 

 sowing simply because we’ve got good seed and we want to share it. 

 

Using the baseball metaphor, we keep stepping up to the plate, swinging the bat,  

 accepting the frequent outs, celebrating the occasional hits, 

  and living in the grace of a .250 batting average, 

  to which Jesus responds by patting us on the back and saying, 

  “Glad you’re on my team; just keep swinging!” 
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Batting .250 – Matthew 13:1-12 – FaithMC – May 5, 2013 

 

When the average major league baseball player steps up to the plate, 

   attempting to get a hit, most of the time he will fail. 

 In fact, 3 out of 4 times, he will fail—3 out of 4 times he will make an out. 

 

 A .250 batting average means that a hitter who comes to the 

  plate 100 times will make 75 outs—and get only 25 hits. 

 In a full season of 600 at bats, the average player will make 450 outs. 

 Three times out of four he will strike out, or hit a ground ball 

  to an infielder, or hit a harmless fly ball to one of the outfielders. 

 

Though he tries his best, the average major league player— 

 the best baseball players on this planet—as a group are hitting only about .250. 

And to reward this failure rate of 3 out of 4, 

     the average annual salary for a major league player this year is $3.4 million. 

 Which means that each hitter—on the average—is being paid $5,600  

  for every time they step up to the plate to get a hit— 

  a task at which they fail 75% of the time. 

 

Jesus didn’t know baseball, but he DID know about a .250 batting average. 

 And as far as Jesus was concerned, a .250 average, a success rate of 1 out of 4, 

  is OK—it’s average—it’s about all you can expect. 

 

That’s the main point of his parable of the sower. 

 Jesus is trying to help his disciples claim realistic expectations. 

 He’s relieving them of the burden of thinking they have to bat 1.000 

  to be acceptable—to be competent—to be faithful. 

 

Now, most of the time when you hear a sermon about this parable, 

 you’ll hear it as a call for you to be the good soil. 

“Don’t be like that rocky ground,” says the preacher. 

“Don’t be like that shallow soil that can’t sustain life for very long.” 

“Don’t let busy-ness and clutter and the pace of life choke out the things of God.” 

“Be like the good soil.  Keep the soil of life loose, deep, and receptive so that the seed 

  of God’s word can find a place to live and grow and thrive and bear 

  much fruit.”  That makes a great sermon. 

 

But that interpretation of this parable assumes that Jesus was speaking 

 primarily to the crowds—the crowds that were so large that he 

 had to get into a boat and from there preach to the people on the shore. 
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Yes, he spoke to the crowd, but if you pay attention to verses 9-17, 

 you learn something surprising— 

 you learn that Jesus did not expect the crowd to really hear what he 

  was saying;  he did not expect the crowd to understand.  

 

Jesus’ low expectations about the crowd are based on his own experience: 

As Matthew tells the story of Jesus, at first—beginning in the Matthew 4— 

 Jesus speaks clearly to the people. 

 He teaches them directly.  He uses no parables. 

 

But then Matthew begins to show how Jesus was beginning to be rejected. 

 People became less and less open to Jesus. 

 In the chapters right before this parable, 

  Matthew frequently quotes the prophet Isaiah, 

   and the verses he quotes are verses of how Israel has 

   rejected God and rejected God’s messenger. 

 

And so finally, by the time we get to Matthew 13, 

 Jesus resorts to speaking in parables—in riddles. 

 His message is no longer plain, concrete, and simple— 

  but it is hidden from the masses, 

  it is concealed from all but a select few—his disciples. 

 

After Jesus tells the parable of the sower in Matthew 13, 

        he has a private conversation with his disciples--a PRIVATE conversation. 

 

And there—in v. 11—he tells them that they—the disciples— 

   may know the secrets of the kingdom of heaven, 

 but Jesus also says that the folks in the crowd simply will not get it— 

  the masses will NOT understand. 

 

Says Jesus in v. 13, 

 “I speak now in parables because when I spoke clearly they rejected me. 

    When they KNEW and UNDERSTOOD what I was saying, 

  they turned away—they didn’t really want to listen.” 

   

Then Jesus quotes from Isaiah 6—another passage about hearts that 

 have grown dull, ears that are hard of hearing, and eyes that are shut. 

But then he turns to his disciples and says, 

 “You are capable of hearing.  You are capable of understanding.” 
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And then—THEN Jesus explains the parable of the sower to them— 

 only to the disciples—he does NOT explain it to the crowds. 

 

That’s why my sermon today is not going to be the standard call from the pulpit to be  

 good soil so that God’s Word can be planted in your heart and life. 

 

Jesus did NOT use this parable to call people to faith for the first time. 

Jesus himself says clearly to his disciples that THEY were his primary audience. 

 It is those who ALREADY have the seed of God’s Word in their 

   lives that Jesus is primarily addressing. 

 

Jesus told this parable so that his disciples would identify with the SOWER. 

  Jesus is telling his disciples, 

 “Your job is to go out and sow seed—the seed of the kingdom. 

 Broadcast the seed—scatter it wherever you go—sow it generously.” 

 

If you were a farmer in Jesus’ day, you would have no GPS-guided 36-row corn  

 planters that would place each seed exactly at the right depth, exactly at the  

  right distance from the next seed in the row. 

 

No, when it was time to plant, you put your seeds in a bag or in a basket, 

 you walked out to your field, you reached your hand into the seeds, 

 you got a fistful of seeds, and then you scattered them. 

You broadcast them left and right as you walked up and down your field. 

Your field, by the way, did NOT consist of 180 acres of rich, uniformly deep soil. 

 There were shallow spots with rock ledges right under the soil’s surface. 

  There were paths of rocks. 

 

AFTER you had scattered your seed all over your field, 

 then you would go back and plow the seeds into the soil as best you could. 

 You raked in the seeds, or harrowed them in where the soil was  

  deep enough to allow it.   

   

So don’t picture yourself with modern equipment on a Kansas field, 

 expecting that 95% of your seeds will germinate. 

You’re simply tossing the seeds into the wind—left and right. 

As every place walk, you sow. 

And Jesus says to you, “Just want you to know, you seed-sower, 

   that some of the seed you toss into the wind  

   will fall on the rocks and you’ll get no response at all. 
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Some people who will hear your message and accept it, 

 but it will stay only on the surface of their lives and it will never get 

  down deep into their hearts, 

 and pretty soon they’ll go another way and you’ll never hear from them again. 

 

And there will be some people who accept your message, 

 but they will get so busy, their lives will have too many other priorities, 

  they’ll put last things first and first things last, 

 and all their STUFF will choke out the life that God wants to give them. 

  

But,” says Jesus, “there WILL be some who hear your message, 

 accept it, grow in it, and become joyful, growing disciples; 

  they’ll develop into loving, radical, delightful children of God.” 

 

Says Jesus to his disciples—that’s us—“You can expect to bat around .250. 

 You can expect that 3 out of 4 of your attempts will fail. 

 You can expect that most of the time, those with whom you share the Good  

  News will either reject it outright, or they just won’t last. 

But if you keep sowing seed, if you keep doing what I’m calling you to do, 

 some of the seed—maybe 1 in 4—will find fertile soil. 

  And from those few seeds, the yield will be terrific.” 

 

This is a parable of encouragement, encouragement to accept your limitations. 

After all, even Jesus—that perfect sower of seed—failed with most people. 

 The vast majority rejected him.  Then they killed him. 

 

So Jesus is trying to take the pressure off his disciples— 

 the natural pressure we all feel to be 100% successful, 

 the natural desire we have to look good, to have everybody like us, 

  accept us, and agree with our message. 

 We want every project to succeed. 

 We want every idea to bear fruit. 

 We want a guarantee of success before we’ll put our time or our 

  money into any new idea. 

 

We try once, we try twice, we try 3 times, and no positive results. 

  And so we’re tempted to give up. 

But baseball players know that 1 out of 4 ain’t bad. 

 It’s good enough to make you $3.4 million a year. 
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And furthermore, 1 out of 4 is an AVERAGE. 

 They don’t do that every game. 

 Even the best players will have an 0 for 20 streak from time to time. 

 But they know that if they keep swinging the bat, 

  if they keep working at what they do, the hits will come. 

 

Likewise in the church, we’re called to keep swinging the bat. 

    We’re called to keep sowing the seed. 

 

Speak that word of love to your neighbor. 

Dare to speak of God to your co-worker. 

Try that new mission project in the community. 

Experiment with that new program in the church. 

Sow some seeds of peace in a conversation promoting war. 

Sow some seeds of grace in conversations promoting vengeance. 

Do some acts of reckless kindness. 

Let your light shine. 

Be the salt of the earth. 

Don’t worry about the results; the results are up to God, not you. 

Don’t expect to have a higher batting average than Jesus. 

Don’t expect to be accepted more often than he was. 

Don’t expect to bat 1.000; don’t expect success even half the time. 

Most of the time it won’t work—at least not in the way you expected. 

 

The ground on which you scatter seeds of the kingdom is not always fertile— 

 but that’s OK—just keep scattering seeds. 

  And some—SOME will grow. 

  SOME will bear fruit—MUCH fruit. 

 

I like this parable because it combines a strong call to the disciples with 

 a message of radical grace.       CALL & GRACE 

 

The call is to sow seed—to do it persistently. 

But there is such wonderful grace in that call: 

There’s no pressure to perform—no pressure to hit a home run every time. 

Expect to make an out 3 out of 4 times—that’s OK, says Jesus. 

 That’s all the better I did. 

 

So don’t do only those projects that have a guarantee of success. 

Don’t speak the Good News only to those you KNOW will respond. 

Don’t make initiatives only where you are SURE it will work out. 
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Dare to fail; dare to fail most of the time. 

 Thomas Edison did 9,000 failed experiments before he got a working 

  light bulb. 

 Albert Einstein once said, “I have not failed, I have just found 10,000 ways that 

  don't work.”  

 In 1923, Babe Ruth broke the record for home runs.  He also broke the 

  record for highest batting average.  And he also broke the record 

  for the most strikeouts in one season. 

 Success depends on rejecting the fear of failure, which means accepting 

the inevitability of failure—frequent failure. 

 

As individual Christians, and as a congregation, 

 we’re called to boldly keep swinging the bat, 

 to sow seeds of the kingdom with joyful freedom, 

  recognizing that the task is so important that we must be 

  willing to fail.  A lot. 

 

Jesus’ call in this parable is to just keep sowing—sowing without pressure— 

 sowing simply because we’ve got good seed and we want to share it. 

 

Using the baseball metaphor, we keep stepping up to the plate, swinging the bat,  

 accepting the frequent outs, celebrating the occasional hits, 

  and living in the grace of a .250 batting average, 

  to which Jesus responds by patting us on the back and saying, 

  “Glad you’re on my team; just keep swinging!” 
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When the average major league baseball player steps up to the plate, 

   attempting to get a hit, most of the time he will fail. 

 In fact, 3 out of 4 times, he will fail—3 out of 4 times he will make an out. 

 

 A .250 batting average means that a hitter who comes to the 

  plate 100 times will make 75 outs—and get only 25 hits. 

 In a full season of 600 at bats, the average player will make 450 outs. 

 Three times out of four he will strike out, or hit a ground ball 

  to an infielder, or hit a harmless fly ball to one of the outfielders. 

 

Though he tries his best, the average major league player— 

 the best baseball players on this planet—as a group are hitting only about .250. 

And to reward this failure rate of 3 out of 4, 

     the average annual salary for a major league player this year is $3.4 million. 

 Which means that each hitter—on the average—is being paid $5,600  

  for every time they step up to the plate to get a hit— 

  a task at which they fail 75% of the time. 

 

Jesus didn’t know baseball, but he DID know about a .250 batting average. 

 And as far as Jesus was concerned, a .250 average, a success rate of 1 out of 4, 

  is OK—it’s average—it’s about all you can expect. 

 

That’s the main point of his parable of the sower. 

 Jesus is trying to help his disciples claim realistic expectations. 

 He’s relieving them of the burden of thinking they have to bat 1.000 

  to be acceptable—to be competent—to be faithful. 

 

Now, most of the time when you hear a sermon about this parable, 

 you’ll hear it as a call for you to be the good soil. 

“Don’t be like that rocky ground,” says the preacher. 

“Don’t be like that shallow soil that can’t sustain life for very long.” 

“Don’t let busy-ness and clutter and the pace of life choke out the things of God.” 

“Be like the good soil.  Keep the soil of life loose, deep, and receptive so that the seed 

  of God’s word can find a place to live and grow and thrive and bear 

  much fruit.”  That makes a great sermon. 

 

But that interpretation of this parable assumes that Jesus was speaking 

 primarily to the crowds—the crowds that were so large that he 

 had to get into a boat and from there preach to the people on the shore. 
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Yes, he spoke to the crowd, but if you pay attention to verses 9-17, 

 you learn something surprising— 

 you learn that Jesus did not expect the crowd to really hear what he 

  was saying;  he did not expect the crowd to understand.  

 

Jesus’ low expectations about the crowd are based on his own experience: 

As Matthew tells the story of Jesus, at first—beginning in the Matthew 4— 

 Jesus speaks clearly to the people. 

 He teaches them directly.  He uses no parables. 

 

But then Matthew begins to show how Jesus was beginning to be rejected. 

 People became less and less open to Jesus. 

 In the chapters right before this parable, 

  Matthew frequently quotes the prophet Isaiah, 

   and the verses he quotes are verses of how Israel has 

   rejected God and rejected God’s messenger. 

 

And so finally, by the time we get to Matthew 13, 

 Jesus resorts to speaking in parables—in riddles. 

 His message is no longer plain, concrete, and simple— 

  but it is hidden from the masses, 

  it is concealed from all but a select few—his disciples. 

 

After Jesus tells the parable of the sower in Matthew 13, 

        he has a private conversation with his disciples--a PRIVATE conversation. 

 

And there—in v. 11—he tells them that they—the disciples— 

   may know the secrets of the kingdom of heaven, 

 but Jesus also says that the folks in the crowd simply will not get it— 

  the masses will NOT understand. 

 

Says Jesus in v. 13, 

 “I speak now in parables because when I spoke clearly they rejected me. 

    When they KNEW and UNDERSTOOD what I was saying, 

  they turned away—they didn’t really want to listen.” 

   

Then Jesus quotes from Isaiah 6—another passage about hearts that 

 have grown dull, ears that are hard of hearing, and eyes that are shut. 

But then he turns to his disciples and says, 

 “You are capable of hearing.  You are capable of understanding.” 
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And then—THEN Jesus explains the parable of the sower to them— 

 only to the disciples—he does NOT explain it to the crowds. 

 

That’s why my sermon today is not going to be the standard call from the pulpit to be  

 good soil so that God’s Word can be planted in your heart and life. 

 

Jesus did NOT use this parable to call people to faith for the first time. 

Jesus himself says clearly to his disciples that THEY were his primary audience. 

 It is those who ALREADY have the seed of God’s Word in their 

   lives that Jesus is primarily addressing. 

 

Jesus told this parable so that his disciples would identify with the SOWER. 

  Jesus is telling his disciples, 

 “Your job is to go out and sow seed—the seed of the kingdom. 

 Broadcast the seed—scatter it wherever you go—sow it generously.” 

 

If you were a farmer in Jesus’ day, you would have no GPS-guided 36-row corn  

 planters that would place each seed exactly at the right depth, exactly at the  

  right distance from the next seed in the row. 

 

No, when it was time to plant, you put your seeds in a bag or in a basket, 

 you walked out to your field, you reached your hand into the seeds, 

 you got a fistful of seeds, and then you scattered them. 

You broadcast them left and right as you walked up and down your field. 

Your field, by the way, did NOT consist of 180 acres of rich, uniformly deep soil. 

 There were shallow spots with rock ledges right under the soil’s surface. 

  There were paths of rocks. 

 

AFTER you had scattered your seed all over your field, 

 then you would go back and plow the seeds into the soil as best you could. 

 You raked in the seeds, or harrowed them in where the soil was  

  deep enough to allow it.   

   

So don’t picture yourself with modern equipment on a Kansas field, 

 expecting that 95% of your seeds will germinate. 

You’re simply tossing the seeds into the wind—left and right. 

As every place walk, you sow. 

And Jesus says to you, “Just want you to know, you seed-sower, 

   that some of the seed you toss into the wind  

   will fall on the rocks and you’ll get no response at all. 
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Some people who will hear your message and accept it, 

 but it will stay only on the surface of their lives and it will never get 

  down deep into their hearts, 

 and pretty soon they’ll go another way and you’ll never hear from them again. 

 

And there will be some people who accept your message, 

 but they will get so busy, their lives will have too many other priorities, 

  they’ll put last things first and first things last, 

 and all their STUFF will choke out the life that God wants to give them. 

  

But,” says Jesus, “there WILL be some who hear your message, 

 accept it, grow in it, and become joyful, growing disciples; 

  they’ll develop into loving, radical, delightful children of God.” 

 

Says Jesus to his disciples—that’s us—“You can expect to bat around .250. 

 You can expect that 3 out of 4 of your attempts will fail. 

 You can expect that most of the time, those with whom you share the Good  

  News will either reject it outright, or they just won’t last. 

But if you keep sowing seed, if you keep doing what I’m calling you to do, 

 some of the seed—maybe 1 in 4—will find fertile soil. 

  And from those few seeds, the yield will be terrific.” 

 

This is a parable of encouragement, encouragement to accept your limitations. 

After all, even Jesus—that perfect sower of seed—failed with most people. 

 The vast majority rejected him.  Then they killed him. 

 

So Jesus is trying to take the pressure off his disciples— 

 the natural pressure we all feel to be 100% successful, 

 the natural desire we have to look good, to have everybody like us, 

  accept us, and agree with our message. 

 We want every project to succeed. 

 We want every idea to bear fruit. 

 We want a guarantee of success before we’ll put our time or our 

  money into any new idea. 

 

We try once, we try twice, we try 3 times, and no positive results. 

  And so we’re tempted to give up. 

But baseball players know that 1 out of 4 ain’t bad. 

 It’s good enough to make you $3.4 million a year. 
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And furthermore, 1 out of 4 is an AVERAGE. 

 They don’t do that every game. 

 Even the best players will have an 0 for 20 streak from time to time. 

 But they know that if they keep swinging the bat, 

  if they keep working at what they do, the hits will come. 

 

Likewise in the church, we’re called to keep swinging the bat. 

    We’re called to keep sowing the seed. 

 

Speak that word of love to your neighbor. 

Dare to speak of God to your co-worker. 

Try that new mission project in the community. 

Experiment with that new program in the church. 

Sow some seeds of peace in a conversation promoting war. 

Sow some seeds of grace in conversations promoting vengeance. 

Do some acts of reckless kindness. 

Let your light shine. 

Be the salt of the earth. 

Don’t worry about the results; the results are up to God, not you. 

Don’t expect to have a higher batting average than Jesus. 

Don’t expect to be accepted more often than he was. 

Don’t expect to bat 1.000; don’t expect success even half the time. 

Most of the time it won’t work—at least not in the way you expected. 

 

The ground on which you scatter seeds of the kingdom is not always fertile— 

 but that’s OK—just keep scattering seeds. 

  And some—SOME will grow. 

  SOME will bear fruit—MUCH fruit. 

 

I like this parable because it combines a strong call to the disciples with 

 a message of radical grace.       CALL & GRACE 

 

The call is to sow seed—to do it persistently. 

But there is such wonderful grace in that call: 

There’s no pressure to perform—no pressure to hit a home run every time. 

Expect to make an out 3 out of 4 times—that’s OK, says Jesus. 

 That’s all the better I did. 

 

So don’t do only those projects that have a guarantee of success. 

Don’t speak the Good News only to those you KNOW will respond. 

Don’t make initiatives only where you are SURE it will work out. 
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Dare to fail; dare to fail most of the time. 

 Thomas Edison did 9,000 failed experiments before he got a working 

  light bulb. 

 Albert Einstein once said, “I have not failed, I have just found 10,000 ways that 

  don't work.”  

 In 1923, Babe Ruth broke the record for home runs.  He also broke the 

  record for highest batting average.  And he also broke the record 

  for the most strikeouts in one season. 

 Success depends on rejecting the fear of failure, which means accepting 

the inevitability of failure—frequent failure. 

 

As individual Christians, and as a congregation, 

 we’re called to boldly keep swinging the bat, 

 to sow seeds of the kingdom with joyful freedom, 

  recognizing that the task is so important that we must be 

  willing to fail.  A lot. 

 

Jesus’ call in this parable is to just keep sowing—sowing without pressure— 

 sowing simply because we’ve got good seed and we want to share it. 

 

Using the baseball metaphor, we keep stepping up to the plate, swinging the bat,  

 accepting the frequent outs, celebrating the occasional hits, 

  and living in the grace of a .250 batting average, 

  to which Jesus responds by patting us on the back and saying, 

  “Glad you’re on my team; just keep swinging!” 

   


