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The Parable of the Surfaces 
Matthew 13:1-23 

19 March 2017 | Grace Bible Church Corinda | Ben Shannon 

Big Question:  What are parables and why did Jesus use them? 

Big Idea:  Parables show us our heart’s response to the word of God. 

Introduction 

How you  write things matters. 

A bloke from Phoenix, Arizona put his car up for sale Craigslist with the following ad: 

I always promised my wife that when we were “with child” I would put my 

beloved 2003 Subaru WRX up for sale so we could buy some minivan/SUV 

atrocity with a big enough rear window to put those infuriating family 

stickers on.  So this ad is a good faith effort.  For sale: the last vestige of my 

youth… 

Mileage:  85,000 miles.  Almost all city miles.  I’m everything that is bad 

about a WRX owner, so rest assure that most of those 85k miles were 

spent at full throttle, rapidly accelerating in and out of 7-11 parking lots… 

Exclusively worked on by establishments that employ a spinning sign guy 

out front.  The car rattles a bit and pulls hard to the left, just like a real 

NASCAR!... 

Water pump was purchased from an Indian burial ground, so the car is 

slightly haunted. 

Price:  The price I’m asking is the price I pad 10 years ago, minus $400. 

See attached pictures.  I’ve had some people email me and ask me for a 

better picture of the full car.  My response:  No.  But I will send you more 

pictures of the dents. 

If you want to come by and see the car, great.   I has to be while my wife is 

home so she can see that I actually put the car up.  Any attempts to 

negotiate will result in price increases. 

Somehow, I don’t think he was going to be selling his beloved WRX anytime soon. 

But then, that was the point, wasn’t it? 

He clearly wrote the ad in a way that ensured it wouldn’t sell it. 
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In our passage today, Jesus speaks in a very particular way too. 

Chapter thirteen is the start of a new section of in Matthew’s gospel. 

Remember that this book can be broken up into parts that are story and parts that are 

sermons. 

Chapters eleven and twelve was a section of story, showing how people – especially the 

Jewish leaders – responded negatively towards Jesus. 

Chapter thirteen is a section of sermon that makes the same point. 

 

It’s the same day as the events from last week, when Jesus was inside a house talking to the 

crowd while his family were waiting outside. 

He heads down to Lake Galilee and despite the growing animosity from the Jewish leaders 

(or was it because of it?), Jesus still pulls a large crowd. 

A crowd so big that he needs to teach them from a makeshift stage – a dinghy on the water. 

 

Jesus begins talking to the crowd in a very particular way – in parables. 

The sermon in this chapter is actually five parables joined together. 

The idea of a parable isn’t very common outside of the Bible today. 

I doubt that very many of us learned to write parables at school, but they were common in 

ancient Jewish writing. 

 

What is a parable? 

That’s a harder question to answer than you’d think. 

A parable is a teaching illustration that draws a comparison between a natural or human 

experience and a moral or spiritual truth. 

A parable doesn’t just illustrate a point, it makes a point using a story, a saying, an image or 

even a riddle. 

 

Parables can be tricky to understand.  

Sometimes they only make one point, while other times there’s more than one point. 

Parables are different to allegories.  In an allegory, every element has a special meaning 

whereas in a parable usually only some elements are important. 

They’re also different to fables. 
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Parables talk about things that happen in real life, unlike fable where, for instance, you can 

have a hare and a tortoise talking. 

 

Jesus used parables in his teaching… a lot. 

Depending on how you count, there are at least 27 parables in the gospels and perhaps as 

many as 38. 

You probably familiar with many of them – perhaps without even knowing – because 

they’re so memorable and relatable. 

Even though they weren’t called that, we’ve already seen Jesus use a few in Matthew’s 

gospel so far – for example, the house built on the rock in chapter 7, the wineskins in 

chapter 9 and the children playing in the market in chapter 11. 

Outline 

This morning, we’re going to focus on a parable about a farmer. 

The big idea is that parables show us our heart’s response to the word of God. 

 

First, we’ll listen to a well-known parable of Jesus – that’s the message of the parable. 

Secondly, we’ll see Jesus explain why he uses parables – that’s the method of the parable. 

Finally, we’ll hear the meaning of the parable. 

1. The Message of the Parable (13:3b-9) 

In his parable, Jesus describes a situation that would’ve been familiar to almost everyone 

listening. 

A farmer goes to plant some seed. 

So he fills the planter with seed, fires up the tractor and punches in the co-ordinates into 

the tractor’s GPS and away he goes. 

Not quite.  He goes out and scatters the seed with his hands. 

 

Ancient roads often went the most direct route, so it wasn’t that uncommon to have a dirty 

big road through the middle of your paddock. 

No matter how hard the sower tries, some of the seed falls on top of the path. 

On the hard, compacted ground of the path, the seed won’t germinate. 
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And if you ever plant seed, you can just about guarantee that within 0.5 microseconds, it’ll 

be covered with birds thankful for the easy meal. looking for an easy meal. 

That’s exactly what happens here. 

 

Other seed falls on the rocky ground. 

My picture up there is completely wrong, but I think it looks pretty so I’m keeping it. 

In those days, farmers cleared the rocks out of their paddocks just like they do today. 

Jesus is talking about rock underneath the surface. 

 

In that part of the world, it wasn’t uncommon to find patches of very shallow soil covering a 

bed of limestone. 

The rock stops the water draining away in the wet winter months, so the seed planted in 

that soil grows very quickly. 

That is, until summer comes along and dries out the soil. 

Then, the same rock that retained the water before now stops the roots of the plant from 

going down deep to find moisture, causing the plant to dry out, keel over and die. 

 

Still other seed falls next to the thorny hedges that often marked the paddock boundary. 

The seed germinates and without rock getting in the way, the plant’s able to put down deep 

roots. 

As it grows though, it has to compete with the thorn bushes for much-needed water. 

The well-established, thorny plants win out, choking the sower’s plants to death. 

 

There is good news though! 

There is seed that falls where it’s meant to – on fertile soil where it can put down deep roots 

and doesn’t have to compete with other, more established plants. 

That seed sprouts, the plant grows up and starts producing abundantly. 

There’s evidence that conditions in the north of Israel were quite favourable and it wasn’t 

uncommon for a farmer to get a 100-fold return on his investment. 

 

That’s the parable of the sower. 

It’s a very nice story. 
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You might’ve even learned something about ancient farming techniques. 

But what does it mean? 

 

I don’t want you to think about that question from the perspective of someone in the 21st 

century and certainly not as someone who’s grown up in the church, heard this preached on 

or even read verses 18-23! 

Imagine that you’re standing there on the edge of the lake hearing this story for the first 

time. 

Jesus has told this story, but there’s no explanation. 

There’s not even a hint of anything religious about it. 

What would you make of it? 

Perhaps it really is just good farming advice? 

 

Yet Jesus warns everyone listening that this is important, it needs to be listened to. 

Verse 9: 

Matthew 13:9 (NIV) 9 Whoever has ears, let them hear.”  

2. The Method of the Parable (13:10-17) 

The scene changes in verse 10 with Jesus’ disciples coming up to him to ask a question. 

As a reader, I’m expecting them to ask what the parable means. 

Instead, they want to know why Jesus is even talking in parables at all! 

 

That’s a good question though and it’s the answer is tricky to get our heads around. 

It’s easy to get ourselves tied up in knots because on the one hand Jesus seems to say that 

people don’t understand parables because Jesus has hidden their meaning from some 

people. 

On the other hand, it seems to be their own fault that they don’t understand. 

It boils down to this though:  Jesus very deliberately teaches in parables to make things 

clearer for those whose hearts are responsive and less clear for those whose hearts aren’t. 

I’ll say that again:  Jesus very deliberately teaches in parables to make things clearer for 

those whose hearts are responsive and less clear for those whose hearts aren’t. 
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Let me try to break this tricky idea down into two parts: 

#1 – Jesus speaks in parables to divide between those who understand and those who don’t 

Verse 11: 

Matthew 13:11 (NIV) 11 He replied, “Because the knowledge of the secrets of the 

kingdom of heaven has been given to you, but not to them.  

When Jesus was telling the parable, he was talking to the crowds that gathered around him. 

Now that he’s explaining why he speaks in parables, he’s just talking to his disciples. 

 

He tells them that the reason he speaks in parables is because some people have different 

knowledge to others. 

Not because they’ve worked them out, mind you. 

They know ‘the secrets of the kingdom of heaven’ because those secrets have been given to 

them. 

 

What are the ‘the secrets of the kingdom of heaven’ that the disciples have heard? 

It’s the knowledge that Jesus is the Messiah, but it’s more than just who Jesus is. 

It’s that a new age has dawned, the kingdom and the rule that the Israelites had been 

dreaming about, fantasising about, hoping for, had come. 

God’s kingdom had been launched before the end of history, not as a country on a map but 

as a kingdom of people living under his rule. 

 

That’s the knowledge that divided people. 

Because it means that some people – like gentiles – who had absolutely no idea that there 

would be a kingdom got to experience it firsthand. 

At the same time, others who’d had all the benefits of living in Israel and thought they were 

squarely in God’s kingdom – especially people the Scribes and the Pharisees – found out 

that they didn’t understand God’s kingdom at all. 

Listen to what Jesus says to this second group in chapter 21: 

Matthew 21:43 (NIV) 43 “Therefore I tell you that the kingdom of God will be taken 

away from you and given to a people who will produce its fruit.  

I think that’s what Jesus is getting at in verse 12. 
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But is it fair for Jesus to be talking in a way that divides people? 

The beef lots of us have with this passage is that Jesus should be in the dock for not making 

his message abundantly clear to everyone. 

Is that what you’re thinking? 

That it’s no not fair of Jesus to speak in a way that hides things from people. 

 

Many people think Jesus should be in the dock because he’s speaking in a way that blocks 

them from understanding. 

That’s not what’s going on at all. 

Jesus is speaking clearly. 

He shares the same message with everyone, but it just doesn’t make sense if you’re not part 

of the kingdom. 

 

Jesus shared the same parable with the whole crowd and not just with his disciples. 

If he only wanted his disciples to understand what he was saying, then he could’ve just told 

them in another way in private. 

Jesus didn’t hide the message from anyone, yet at the same time some people responded to 

his words and not others. 

 

It’s like a Magic Eye puzzle. 

Who remembers these puzzles from the 1990s? 

I can show this same passage to everyone who’s here. 

Some of you will probably look at this and all you’re able to see is different coloured stars. 

Others will look at the same picture and see a 3D picture that looks something like this. 

You can’t blame the picture – it’s the same for everyone. 

Jesus isn’t hiding anything.  What’s different is the way people respond. 

#2.  The reason for the different responses is their own hearts. 

In verses eleven and twelve, Jesus is saying that there’s two different responses. 

Verse 13 tells us why. 
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The reason that Jesus speaks in parables is to show them that the message is clear, but the 

reason they don’t understand is because they are the problem. 

They see, but they don’t see.  They hear, but they don’t hear. 

Because of the state of their own hearts. 

 

Jesus justifies this by pointing them to history. 

In this case, it’s a long quote from Isaiah 6. 

Let me remind you of Isaiah 6. 

Isaiah has an encounter with the holy, holy, holy God. 

God is looking for a volunteer to take his warning message to the people of Israel. 

It’s time for God’s people to choose sides – are they with him or against him? 

Isaiah knew that he wasn’t good enough – his words aren’t up to scratch, his mouth needs 

to be purified if he’s going to be God’s messenger. 

Even knowing this, he sheepishly and reluctantly volunteers and God accepts. 

 

Isaiah didn’t have an easy job. 

He had to call the people back to God, but they just won’t listen. 

Eventually, they experienced God’s judgement and got booted into exile. 

The Assyrians and Babylonians came in and carried them off. 

 

Why wouldn’t the Israelites listen to Isaiah? 

Verse 15: 

Matthew 13:15 (NIV) 15 For this people’s heart has become calloused; they hardly 

hear with their ears, and they have closed their eyes. Otherwise they might see with 

their eyes, hear with their ears, understand with their hearts and turn, and I would 

heal them.’ 

If they could change, they would change. 

But they can’t, so they won’t. 

They can’t hear and they’ve closed their eyes. 

 

All of this because their hearts are calloused. 
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The way used ‘heart’ here, he doesn’t mean their feelings. 

He means that their heart is the mission control centre of their beings. 

Their mission control centre was hard and hostile to God. 

That’s what sin does.  Sin rejects God. 

Because of sin, our hearts are cold towards his message. 

 

The same thing is happening under Jesus’ ministry. 

This is the only time that Jesus ever explicitly says that he’s fulfilling a specific Old Testament 

prophecy. 

He doesn’t speak in parables to conceal the truth, but the truth is hidden for those who 

won’t submit to God. 

 

The only time that changes is when God steps in and intervenes. 

That’s why Jesus came. 

He came to do heart surgery – taking hard, cold hearts and making them hearts of flesh. 

It’s because of Jesus that the disciples are blessed with eyes that can see and ears that can 

hear. 

 

And so they witnessed the kingdom, the thing that the prophets longed to see. 

Lots of godly Old Testament saints – faithful people like Simeon and Anna – wanted to see 

and know Jesus’ kingdom.1 

They wanted to see how things would turn out, how God would act. 

The first disciples were the ones who got to see the kingdom become a reality. 

 

When Jesus spoke in parables, people were divided in their response. 

But the reason that people didn’t understand wasn’t that the message was hidden from 

them. 

The problem was that they had faulty equipment, hearts that were hostile to God. 

3. The Meaning of the Parable (13:18-23) 

In light of this, what does the parable of the sower mean? 
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There are people who think that verses 18-23 aren’t Jesus’ words and so they say it means 

that the work kingdom will be frustrated, but will carry on. 

Jesus gives a different answer. 

 

Your Bible probably title this section “The Parable of the Sower”. 

Those headings aren’t part of the original text – they’re not inspired. 

They’ve been added in later by editors to help us. 

But in this case, I don’t think they’re inspiring at all. 

 

In the parable, there’s one farmer. 

We’re never told who he is, but it seems reasonably clear that it refers first and foremost to 

Jesus. 

However, I think it applies more broadly than too, that because the sower only scatters one 

kind of seed. 

In Jesus’ explanation, he constantly refers to the seed as “the Word” - it’s the message of 

the kingdom, the gospel. 

So, the Sower is anyone who spreads the word. 

 

As Jesus ministered (and it’s the same with any of his disciples who come after), he’s been 

sharing the message of the kingdom in all sorts of ways and place, but not everyone 

responded and rushed into the kingdom.  Why? 

The different results can’t be blamed on the seed. 

It’s not that some of the seeds were duds. 

The reason for the different response isn’t a different message. 

 

The thing that’s different is the soils – the people who receive the word. 

That’s why it’s better to call it the parable of the soils – or even better, the parable of the 

surfaces – rather than the parable of the sower. 

Because the difference is how people respond. 

 

Matthew 13:18 (NIV) 18 “Listen then to what the parable of the sower means:  

Jesus’ parable shows that there are four different responses to the message of the kingdom. 
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They all have to do with the heart of the person responding. 

There’s the hard heart, the shallow heart, the strangled heart and the fruitful heart. 

1. The Hard Heart 

The hardened hearts of these people are like the hard path. 

When the seed lands on the path, we have a failure to germinate. 

They hear the message and it’s outright rejected because they don’t understand it. 

They don’t want a bar of it. 

 

Then Satan who swoops down like a bird and takes the seed away ensuring they won’t 

listen. 

It sounds strange to us, however in Jewish literature, birds were often identified with 

demonic forces. 

This’s the person who’s denied Christ and is open to Satan having control. 

 

In our setting, these are probably the kind of people that we most commonly come across. 

People who are resolutely indifferent to the gospel. 

I think Jesus probably also had in mind the Pharisees who’ve repeatedly heard the message 

and it’s gone nowhere. 

And the people of Jesus’ home town in verses 55-58 who go from awe, to shock to hard-

nosed rejection of Jesus. 

2. The Shallow Heart 

This soil talks about the meteoric rise and fall of good-time Christianity. 

Unlike the people of the hard, first surface, the seed that lands in the rocky soil takes root 

and quickly begins to grow. 

They hear the gospel and seem accept the good news with joy, responding in repentance 

and faith. 

However, their faith is shallow, here-and-now faith without deep roots to support it. 

 

Although the people of the rocky soil start off by looking promising, they turn out to be fair-

weather friends of Jesus. 
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When the heat of persecution comes, they quickly fade away. 

You can understand why, can’t you?  Persecution isn’t fun or easy. 

But Jesus has already been clear a number of time in this gospel so far that we should 

expect persecution for being his followers – chapters 5, 10 and 11.2 

 

This might make you think of the teenager who becomes a Christian at an SU camp. 

On camp, they put up their hand up their hand and seem to repent of their sin and cross the 

line into the kingdom. 

When they get home though, they have to face the music and that’s when things get tough. 

It’s going to be hard when their parents aren’t pleased with their new-found religion. 

Over the next few weeks, their convictions fade to the point where it’s all just a distant 

memory. 

 

You can’t persevere without deep roots in Christ. 

Excitement and amazement aren’t enough to get you through the troubles of this life. 

The test of discipleship isn’t whether you made a “decision” at some point in your life, but 

the fruit of the gospel in your life as you daily picking up your cross and following after 

Jesus. 

I’m not saying that someone can’t have a radical change of heart in the last few minutes of 

their life. 

But this parable does teach that someone can appear to respond with joy, but not really be 

saved when they give up in the face of difficulties. 

3. The Strangled Heart 

The seed that lands amongst the thorns in this third kind of soil sprouts and grows and 

grows and grows. 

It’s exciting to watch because this kind of person seems to be established and growing in 

maturity. 

Perhaps the first blossoms have appeared that will hopefully turn into fruit. 

Only to then experience the slow and agonising death of worry and wealth. 

 

Those who make up this soil start to get side-tracked by the worries of this life. 
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Their allegiance to Christ interferes with their greatest concerns which are reputation, 

comfort or security. 

Or they’re concerned about money – which Jesus describes as ‘deceitful’ in verse 22 – and it 

starts to crush their faith. 

It starts to emerge that although they claim to be Christians, they’re slowly drifting away. 

 

These two things – security and prosperity – are dangerous if they’re allowed to get out of 

control. 

Unchecked, they’re faith-killers. 

Isn’t it interesting that Jesus addresses both of these things head-on in the Sermon on the 

Mount? 

Matthew 6:24–25 (NIV) 24 “No one can serve two masters. Either you will hate the 

one and love the other, or you will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You 

cannot serve both God and money. 25 “Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your 

life, what you will eat or drink; or about your body, what you will wear. Is not life 

more than food, and the body more than clothes?  

 

These first three soils have something in common. 

Whether it’s fast or slow, the response of all these people leaves them in the same place – 

dead and unfruitful. 

4. The Fruitful Heart 

But one of these ones is not like the other ones.  The final soil is different. 

Unlike the others, the people of this soil hear the word and understand it. 

With the nourishment of the word, they grow up into maturity and become plants that’re 

productive. 

 

Being a Christian isn’t just a job.  It’s not a club that you join to check into once a week.  It’s 

a lifestyle. 

If Christ is at work in you by his Spirit, then you will produce a crop of  kingdom with a huge 

yield. 

 

There’s no reason to think that this productivity is limited to seeing other people coming to 

faith, although it does include that. 
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The seed is the word of the gospel which will keep getting repeated and proclaimed in the 

lives to those who spring up from the good soil. 

If you’re part of the good soil, then the gospel will pour from your lips. 

That’s the sign of a fruitful heart. 

Conclusion 

Why did Jesus speak in parables? 

He clearly presented truth in the parables and some understood while others didn’t. 

The difference is their own hearts. 

 

How have you heard the message of the gospel this morning? 

This part of the Bible just isn’t letting up, is it? 

Week after week, we’re getting hammered with the same question:  how will we respond? 

 

As we finish this morning, would you do a little exercise with me? 

I want you to think ahead 6 months.  Where do you want to be? 

What are your hope, your dreams? 

Now, take that out to two years.  Where would you like to see yourself in two years. 

Move forward 5 years or 10 years.  Where do you see yourself? 

 

Where does your spiritual life fit into those plans? 

In ten years’ time, will you be walking with Christ? 

This parable warns us that some of us probably won’t be. 

There are quite possibly people here this morning in all four soils. 

Will you be the good soil or are you the rocky soil, perhaps even the hard soil? 

 

Or will you be led astray by security and wealth over the next ten years? 

That’s probably the biggest danger for most of us – that we might be the third soil. 

We need to keep being reminded that the secret to spiritual growth is allowing the Word of 

God to produce fruit in the fertile soil of a responsive heart. 



~ 15 ~ 

My hope, my prayer is that you would all be the good soil. 

 Matthew 13:9 (NIV) 9 Whoever has ears, let them hear.” 

1 Luke 2:25-38 
2 Matthew 5:10-12; 10:17-25, 28, 34-36; 11:18-19. 
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Big Question:  What are parables and why did Jesus use them? 

Big Idea:  Parables show us our heart’s response to the word of God. 

Discussion Questions 

1. From what you know and by looking at the example of the parable of the surfaces, how 

would you describe a parable? 

2. What do you think it would be like to hear one of Jesus’ parables for the first time 

(perhaps you can remember the occasion)? 

3. Why do we/people have a problem with Jesus speaking in parables?  Are our concerns 

justified or how are they addressed? 

4. How are Jesus’ ministry and Isaiah’s ministry (and the way people responded) similar 

and different? 

5. Why did Jesus speak in parables? 

6. Can you think of an example of the type of person described by the four soils? 

7. Do you think that Jesus is right in identifying worry and wealth as the two main things 

that cause people to leave the faith? 

8. As you think about the next ten years, how should this parable shape your plans? 

 


