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BIBLE STUDY on Matthew 13 v 1 – 9, 18 – 23   
(For group use or adapted for individual use)

Icebreaker  (to warm up)

Think of as many of Jesus’ parables as you can.  Have a guess at how many there are altogether then consult the internet for possible answers.  Wikipedia is very helpful under ‘Parables of Jesus’.

N.B. There is a general consensus that there are no real parables in John and that, in Matthew, there are 23 or which 11 are unique to this gospel. The Parable of the Sower is common to all three Synoptic Gospels.

Looking at the text  (for exploration and understanding)

· Look back at chapter 11 v 46 – 50 to see what has happened directly before this passage.  And make sure you know which is the lake in question!

· The traditional way of teaching for a rabbi was to sit whilst those listening stood.  Discuss the implications of this with the large crowds listening to Jesus and try to visualise the scene described here.

· v 3a ‘Then he told them many things in parables’ – compare this with verses 34 & 35 and look up Psalm 78 v 2. In this chapter there are 7 parables, of which the Parable of the Sower is the longest and the first.*

· As you read through the story with its different types of soil, you may like to draw simple pictures to get the types and their results better fixed in your mind.

· v 5 The rocky ground was not ground made of rocks, but ground with shallow soil that had rock underneath.

· Read through Jesus’ explanation (verses 18 – 23) and then go on to the application questions...

*Optional exercise: If you have the time and inclination, go through and make a note of each parable and what its message is.  Do they have a common theme?  [Most of them are covered over the next 2 weeks in the Lectionary.]

Applying it to ourselves  (for discussion)   
1. The parables of Jesus formed a third of his teaching.  Look up the meaning of the word ‘parable’ and provide a definition for yourselves.  What, in your opinion, do parables actually do?   Look at Jesus says about his use of parable in verses 10 – 17.  If stories were so important to Jesus, should we use them much more today?  Think of ways in which we could develop the use of story and parable a. in church b. in the community.

2. Go through the different types of soil again and what happened to the seed.  You may like to draw simple pictures of each type – if you didn’t do this before.  Look again at Jesus’ explanation of the story and think of examples of people today who illustrate the soil types.  Does the story help us in our outreach and evangelism?

Action  (for thinking about)

Take time, individually, to think of one action or thought or change in attitude that you are going to leave the group with.  Then move into prayer.  

© Jacqui A. Horton 2011

Sunday in the lectionary:  Fifteenth Sunday in Ordinary Time YEAR A
For use in connection with the gospel reading the fifteenth Sunday in Ordinary Time.  

Call to Worship

‘Let God rise up…let the righteous be joyful; let them exult before God; let them be jubilant with joy’ Psalm 68 verses 1 & 3 (NRSVA)
Hymn StF 148 ‘Come, let us with our Lord arise’ by Charles Wesley (1707 – 1788)

Opening Prayer

Charles Wesley’s hymn that has just been read/sung is about the Lord’s Day (Sunday). Look at it again and summarise in one sentence what each of the four verses is saying, then use your sentences as a basis for prayer.

Alternative Old Testament Reading set for today: Isaiah 55 v 10 – 13  

Hymn StF 487 ‘You shall go out with joy’ by Stuart Dauermann (b 1944) & Steffi Geiser Rubin
Gospel Reading set for today: Matthew 13 v 1 – 9, 18 – 23 
Reflection

One of the churches of which the writer was previously the minister was refurbished and reordered a few years ago.  Apart from the loss of the pews, and the gain of a smart new floor, the most striking innovation was a painted mural (by the artist Eddie Goodridge) stretching across one of the walls. The Norfolk scenes move through time and place to arrive at a representation of the church within which the mural is situated. At the beginning is a sower of seeds out in a field. For the church-going viewer of the scene, the parable of the sower is immediately brought to mind. But questions arise:  Is this merely a character from the past representing a bygone age? Or is seed being sown that will produce a yield like the church on the right? How much of the seed is falling on unsuitable ground and how much is falling on good soil? Without a mural to look at, we can still imagine the vivid scene that Jesus evokes. We can go back over the passage and imagine the seed falling on the different types of ground. We can also ask ourselves intellectual questions like ‘What is the proportion that falls on good soil – is it really only one quarter?’ and ‘Is it inevitable that not everyone responds to the good news of Jesus?’ For me today, I am struck by the thought of my own receptivity levels. Am I sometimes so lacking in understanding that I do not even take in what God is saying to me?  Am I sometimes easily put off by difficulties and tough times (or the thought of tough times) so that God’s purposes never have a chance to take root?  Am I sometimes choked by worry so that my fruitfulness is impaired?  How often am I the good soil that produces a harvest? If you would also like to think about these things and would like a visual image on which to reflect, there is an image of the Swaffham mural on the TWE website.

Hymn StF 504 ‘May the mind of Christ my Saviour’ by Katie Wilkinson (1859 – 1928)  
Prayers of Intercession and Lord’s Prayer

We pray for our world…  for the church…  for our local community…  for families & friends…

Say the Lord’s Prayer…

Hymn StF 671 ‘What shall we offer our good Lord’ by August Gottlieb Spangenberg (1704 – 1792) 
Blessing

May the blessing of God: the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, be with us, and with all those whom we love and care for, this day and for evermore. Amen.

EXTRA RESOURCE ON MATTHEW 13 v 1 – 9, 18 – 23 
Exploring the four qualities of the Sower’s ‘ground’
THE PATH

The surface is hard, the seed has nowhere to go. Birds can easily eat them up.

Chant: Hard surface, go away!  Hard surface, go away! x 2

Jesus’ explanation: 

“When anyone hears the word of the kingdom and does not understand it, the evil one comes and snatches away what is sown in the heart.”

Application today? 

People cannot hear or understand or take in the good news of the gospel because their minds are closed?  because of past hurt or pain?  because there is so much going on in their lives?  because it is presented to them in a way that doesn’t cut any ice or make sense in their culture?

ROCKY GROUND

There is some soil amongst the rocks and pebbles but it is thin and shallow and, although the seed sprouts quickly, the lack of deep roots result in wilting and withering (we know this from our own gardens when the deep rooted and established plants survive much better in heat waves).
Chant: Stones and pebbles, stones and pebbles x 2 

Jesus’ explanation: 

“This is the one who hears the word and immediately receives it with joy; yet such a person has no root, but endures only for a while, and when trouble or persecution arises on account of the word, that person immediately falls away.”

Application today? 

The initial excitement of a God encounter or a response to an invitation at a service does not automatically translate into Christian faith. The first response has to be nurtured so that the person discovers the depth of a relationship with Jesus. As we know, being a Christian is not always easy and so the rooted relationship needs to be able to cope with ‘trials and temptations’ and grow through them.
THORNY GROUND

This soil has the beginnings of weeds and thorns already present (like the parable of the weeds verses 24 – 30??). The thorns are strong and can easily take up the space and choke the good seed that the Sower has planted.
Chant: Thistly and prickly, we will choke you x 2 

Jesus’ explanation: 

“This is the one who hears the word, but the cares of the world and the lures of wealth choke the word and it yields nothing.”

Application today? 

What cares and lures swallow up young Christian faith in our society? Worry and anxiety?  Wealth and/or pride?  Ambition and the need for achievement?
GOOD GROUND

The good soil is deep and nourishing, it enables the seed to develop and grow until maturity. Then the seed will itself produce seeds which are ready to be sown and will produce and multiply in their turn…
Chant: Come and be sown, come and be grown x 2

Jesus’ explanation: “This is the one who hears the word and understands it, who indeed bears fruit and yields, in one case a hundredfold, in other sixty, and in another thirty.”

Application today? 

What makes for good soil in Christians today?  A Clean environment with opportunities for nourishment and depth?  How can we cultivate these conditions in our own lives? 

But, do we need also to spot them in other people?  If only 25% of people are going to respond to the gospel in a deep and lasting way, do we need to concentrate on finding these and not worry about the others?  [The writer is not giving this as her opinion but saying that this is a question that arises from the story]. Or, is this parable not meant to be taken so literally??  Perhaps Jesus is simply describing what is in fact the case – that as the gospel is offered and shared, there are the four responses he mentions. It is a matter for joy that, when the seed falls on good ground, the results are thirty-fold, sixty-fold, one hundred-fold.  N.B. It is also interesting to note that, like the parable of the talents, ‘success’ can come in different amounts!


