The 4th Sunday after Pentecost [Proper 10] (a)
July 10, 2011

ISAIAH 55:10-13;  ROMANS 8:12-17
MATTHEW 13:1-9, 18-23
1 That day Jesus went out of the house and was sitting by the sea. 2 And large crowds gathered to Him, so He got into a boat and sat down, and the whole crowd was standing on the beach. 3 And He spoke many things to them in parables, saying, 

“Behold, the sower went out to sow; 4 and as he sowed, some seeds fell beside the road, and the birds came and ate them up. 5 Others fell on the rocky places, where they did not have much soil; and immediately they sprang up, because they had no depth of soil. 6 But when the sun had risen, they were scorched; and because they had no root, they withered away. 7 Others fell among the thorns, and the thorns came up and choked them out. 8 And others fell on the good soil and yielded a crop, some a hundredfold, some sixty, and some thirty. 9 He who has ears, let him hear.” ...

18 “Hear then the parable of the sower. 19 When anyone hears the word of the kingdom and does not understand it, the evil one comes and snatches away what has been sown in his heart. This is the one on whom seed was sown beside the road. 20 The one on whom seed was sown on the rocky places, this is the man who hears the word and immediately receives it with joy; 21 yet he has no firm root in himself, but is only temporary, and when affliction or persecution arises because of the word, immediately he falls away. 22 And the one on whom seed was sown among the thorns, this is the man who hears the word, and the worry of the world and the deceitfulness of wealth choke the word, and it becomes unfruitful. 23 And the one on whom seed was sown on the good soil, this is the man who hears the word and understands it; who indeed bears fruit and brings forth, some a hundredfold, some sixty, and some thirty.”
IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
Jesus gives a parable about dirt—dirt at the side of the road, dirt full of rocks, dirt taken over by thorns and weeds, and good, fertile, black dirt—top-soil. 

Jesus gives a parable about dirt, but, of course, he’s talking not about dirt, but about you and me.  

The dirt at the side of the road—that’s the well-traveled dirt, packed-down, the dirt where the Word of the Lord is sown, but the traffic is busy, other words, other doctrines are plentiful, and the Word of the Lord, just never does get listened to, never does take root.

Who takes in the Word of the Lord when the ears aren’t hearing and there is no opportunity given for it to strike the heart and take root?  Who hears the Word of the Lord when it is also confused with all the wisdom of the world being scattered along the roadway like common litter?  It’s you and me Jesus is speaking to; the parable is for us, and his words are not empty—he would not have them treated as common litter at scattered at the roadside.

The dirt filled with rocks—the dirt where the seed takes root, the sprout is there, but the roots don’t go into soil, and the sprout is soon torn away.

Who hears the Word of the Lord and looks like a little green shoot ready to grow into a strong plant, but then dies away like a shoot pulled out of the ground?  It’s you and me, for Jesus is speaking this parable to us, and his words are not meaningless. We hear his Word, it makes sense, we’re excited about it, but as soon as things turn south, as soon as we’re under pressure, as soon as we start questioning our faith, we’re like those little green shoots, filled with promise, but then torn from the ground and burned by the sun.

The dirt taken over by thorns and weeds—that’s where the Word of the Lord is heard, but around it, crowding in on it are the weeds of the worries and anxieties of the world that we go to bed with each night.  And the thorn bushes of the allure of the world’s status and wealth, they choke out the Word of the Lord as if it were a single spear of wheat smothered by the tumbleweeds. 

We hear his Word, we rest in the Gospel’s comfort, but then come our fears, our anxieties, our doubts.  The Gospel is true, of course, we know that.  But then we are taken away to worrying about tomorrow, and we find our thoughts turned toward the envy of what has been given to our neighbor, and we find our lives defined not by the comfort of the Gospel, but by our own fears, our own desires.  And Jesus is giving this image of the choking weeds and thorns to you and me, for he knows us, and his Word is not empty.


But then Jesus speaks of the good soil, the top soil receiving the seed and giving home to it, so that the seed grows into a strong plant, thriving, deeply rooted, able to take on dry days, harsh winds, and to withstand weeds and thorns.

Jesus speaks of the good soil.  But how can hard soil by the side of the road make itself into good soil?  How can rocky soil be done with it’s rockiness and make itself into rich topsoil?  How can soil filled with weeds be done with the weeds?  Can rocks turn themselves into topsoil?  Can hard clay turn itself into peat?

That’s why Jesus gives the parable.  He doesn’t give the parable just to describe the way things are, not just to tell you and me how we are dirt at the side of the road, rocky dirt, thorn-filled dirt.

Parables aren’t simply about description; they accomplish something, they do something to the hearer, they bestow gifts, they cleanse the sinner.

The parable of the different dirts is not about trying to figure out which dirt you are, but about taking you and me—the hard dirt, the rocky dirt, the thorny dirt, the sinners—and making us to be the good dirt, top-soil, ready to receive the Word of Gospel and give it home, that it roots deeply and bears much fruit.

How will Jesus take our hard, rocky, and thorny dirt, and make us to be the rich, good dirt bringing forth life?

That’s why he speaks the parable.  It’s about his Word, his Law and Gospel.  It’s about the Law describing us to be hard and fallow, the Law naming us as filled with thorns, as those who are easily grabbed and strangled by the temptations and the false doctrines of our world, and giving us the Law’s condemning sentence: You are hard, rocky, thorny dirt, resisting the Gospel, unworthy of the good seed.


But Jesus doesn’t speak his Word just to describe our arrogance and sin.  That would accomplish nothing.  That would only be describing the way things are, the way the sinner stands condemned before the face of God, and having given the Law’s description, then leaving everything as it is.  By the speaking of the Law, roadside dirt remains what it is—hard and packed, unworthy of the Gospel.  Rocky dirt remains rocky, giving no root to the Gospel.  Thorny dirt remains thorny, choked by the world’s desires.  By the Law, nothing has been changed, nothing positive accomplished—the hard dirt is still the hard dirt, the sinner is still the sinner, nothing accomplished.

But Jesus will not speak his Word to have it accomplish nothing.  He will not speak an empty word that returns to him as if he had never spoken it.  He will not leave the hard dirt hard, the rocky dirt rocky, and the thorny dirt thorny.

Isaiah 55:11:

My word that goes forth from my mouth,

it will not return to me empty,

it will accomplish that which I purpose,

it will succeed in the thing for which I sent it.

The Gospel is spoken, sins are forgiven.  And hard dirt, rocky dirt, thorny dirt is now the cleanest topsoil, receiving the seed from the sower, giving it deep root, bringing forth fruit.

And the sinner, the one having arrogantly turned away from the Gospel, having been taken away by the fears and anxieties of this world, having been choked by worldly wisdom nothing more than weeds, the sinner, you and me—the sinner is made to good dirt: a heart of faith hearing the Gospel, giving deep root to the confidence of sins forgiven, given respite and comfort from the fears of this world.


We may always see our hardness, and rockiness, and thorniness.  To see that is to do nothing more than look at our sinful flesh, to survey our fears, to see where we have come up short, and that is no more difficult to do than to look at packed dirt at the side of the road and see that it grows no tomato plants.

But Jesus doesn’t speak his Word in vain.  Never.  He didn’t speak his promise of Baptism to give an empty sign to you and me, but to cleanse us and make us his—good dirt.

He doesn’t have his Gospel preached to us, and spoken to us in our families, as just one more Word among many that we hear in this world, but as a Word that forgives our sins and make us worthy of his Father—good dirt.

And he doesn’t give his Body and Blood to our bodies and blood as an empty exercise, but it accomplishes that for which he gives it—the forgiveness of sins, life eternal.

This is what it means to be good dirt before God: to be one called back from the hardness and rockiness of sin, and called into the forgiveness of sins; to be removed of the rocks and weeds in our lives, and to be made clean by the Gospel.


A parable about dirt is going to be pretty simple.  You can’t get too complicated when your talking about dirt and rocks and weeks.  

And it is as simple as this:

My word,

[says the Lord,]
that goes forth from my mouth,

it does not return to me empty,

it accomplishes that which I purpose,

it succeeds in the thing for which I send it.
Jesus speaks his Gospel to save you and me and our families, to cleanse the heart, to bestow faith, to rescue out of darkness and bring into the light, to make bad dirt into good, to make us his.

His word accomplishes that for which he sends it forth—it is the Gospel forgiving our sins.

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
(((((4
MATTHEW 13:1-9, 18-23

