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Over vi ew

1

Foll ow Greg Fay's chiastic analysis (CBQ 51 [1989] 65-81) (except
for 13, see Standaert 203 n.1):

a) Setting 1-2a 33-34
b) Agricul tural Parables 2b-9 26- 32
c) Discourse on Mt hod 10-12 21- 25
d) Interpretation of Soils 13- 20

Not e further devel opnent of the "us-thent division:

a) 1-2a, the boat to separate himfromthe crowds

b) 3-9, Focus of the nmjor parable on the different kinds of
soil.

c) 10, withdrawal with the disciples

d) 11, insight given only to a few

e) 25, selective revel ati on and excl usi on

f) 34, contrasts public teaching with exposition privately to
di sci pl es

A 1-2a, Intro

1

Note again the priority of teaching: "He began again to teach by
the sea side."” "Again" takes us back to 2:13, where he did
succeed in teaching by the sea, and 3:7, where the press of the
crowd denmandi ng heal i ngs kept himfrom teaching.

This time the boat prepared in 3:9 cones to the rescue, and
serves himas a pul pit.

2a, Key characteristic of his teaching: it was "in parables." The
first were in 3:24-27. This chapter explains how and why they are
used. It contains parabl es about parables, along with an

expl anati on.

B. 3-9, Parable of the Soils

1

Begi ns (3a) and ends (9) with exhortation to pay attention. Truth
doesn't cone easily. Coll ege students know that even worldly

| earni ng poses a chall enge. How nmuch nore difficult is it to
learn spiritual truth, to which the natural man is intrinsically
opposed (1 Cor. 3:14).

Conponent s:

a) The Sower (definite). Not identified explicitly, but will be
expl ai ned as sowing the Wword (v.14), and the di sciples know
that they have been set apart for this purpose (3:14). So we
may understand this instruction as preparing them for the work
they will do in 6:7ff. He is one such sower. They are others.
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b)

b)

c)

The task of the sower, the one appointed to sow, is to spread
the Word of God.

The Seed. Two | ater parables will enlarge upon this thene
(vv.26-32): its relative insignificance, its intrinsic power,
and its ultinmte greatness.

The Soils. This is the main burden of this parable. The soils
are ordered from | east receptive to nost. In each case we have
to distinguish

1) the location where the seed falls,

2) the threat to which it is exposed there (except in the | ast
case),

3) its subsequent growh (except in the first case).

In each case except the last, the condition of the soi
does not directly Kill the seed, but nakes it liable to
sone external threat.

The Waysi de

Location: the wayside, the road's edge. Not the niddle of the
path (the sower is not that carel ess), but along the edge,
where the soil was conpacted by an occasi onal footstep, so
that the seed cannot settle into the earth.

Threat: the birds peck it up.

No di scussi on of subsequent growth. The seed has no chance
even to gerni nate.

5-6, Stony Ground

a)

b)

b)

Location: stony ground. Not bare rock, but a place where the
soil is shallow over the underlying bedrock, as we are told 3x
("not nmuch earth,” "no depth of earth,"” "no root").

Threat: the hot sun. NB: The sane sun is necessary for the
grow h of seed in the good ground! Circunstances in the world
are not uniformy good or bad; nmuch depends on the context in
whi ch we encounter them

Result: The seed germ nates, but the tender plant is scorched
and dies before it brings forth fruit.

Thorn Patch

Location: ground where there were thorn seeds. Note that these
grow up after the grain has been sown. Again, the sower is not
wasting seed by casting it into the branbles, but the soil is

contami nated with a rival species.

Threat: the thorns, which grow faster and shade out the grain.
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C. 10-

c) Result: The seed gerninates, and this tine is not killed, but
it can never bear fruit.

8, Good G ound

a) Location: the good ground, free fromthe characteristics of
t he ot her three.
1) Unlike the wayside, it is plowed up.
2) Unlike the stony ground, it is deep.
3) Unlike the thorny ground, it does not favor weeds.

b) In this case no threat is able to conpronise it.

c) Result: Not only germ nation, but maturity to bear fruit that
i s abundant, though varying in degree.

12, Met hod

The Setting: the Lord is "alone,"” that is, away fromthe

mul titude of "followers,” but still associated with two ot her
groups: the twelve ("apostles,"” those being prepared for sending
out), and others with them In Matt and Luke, these are
explicitly called "disciples.” Thus we see clearly the nain |line
of division, between (superficial) followers and (saved)

di sci pl es and apost| es.

The Question: they asked himfor the parable, i.e., for the

expl anation. (Thus erwtaw with acc, as in MI. "About the parable"
transl ates the genitive, which is the mnority Egypti an readi ng.)
"Pl ease give us the parable." Inplies two things, which are
brought out in the questions preserved in Matt and Luke, and both
answered in the follow ng vv.

a) They want to know the neani ng. Brought out explicitly in Luke,
"VWhat does this parable nmean?”

b) Wthout an expl anation, a parable conceals. Thus Matt's "Wy
do you speak to themin parabl es?"

11-12, The Answer: nmkes an explicit contrast between "You" (the
di sci pl es and apostl es) and "Those without” (the Jew sh | eaders
and nere "foll owers").

a) "You" stand in a privileged position with regard to the
Ki ngdom of God. The Lord will explain the parable to them

1) It is a "nystery,"” which in the NT always refers to
sonmething that is i naccessible to human reason, only
knowabl e t hrough di vi ne revel ation. A cautionary note
concerning not only worldly philosophy, but fleshly
approaches to the understandi ng of Scripture.

2) They are the designated recipients of that revel ati on:
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"Unto you it is given to know." In a few vv the Lord will

be their interpreter. In this age, this function is
fulfilled by the HS whom he has sent to be "anot her
conforter" |ike hinself, 1 Cor. 2:9-13.

3) Application: W must always renmenber that God's word does
not yield to human investigation, but nust be catal yzed by
the Holy Spirit. Neither works by itself; both are needed.

a> Cannot gain spiritual understandi ng by the Word al one
without the Spirit; this rules out the scholastic
enphasi s of the seninary.

b> Nor should we expect the Spirit himself to teach us
wi thout the Word. This is the fatal flaw of the
charismatic or the nodern Quaker novenent.

b) "Them that are wi thout" have access only to parables, w thout
expl anation. The Lord expl ains the purpose for this
restriction by quoting Isa. 6:9,10. God excludes sone from
know edge of the truth--not, however, by w thholding the truth
fromthem but by presenting it in a formthat their
si n-blighted m nds cannot conprehend.

Application: Parables are NOT an aid to understandi ng, but a
hi ndrance! NOT easier for children to understand, but harder!

D. 13-20, Interpretation of the Parable of the Soils

1

13, The Chall enge. This parable is the key to all the others. If
they do not understand it, how can they understand the others?
For it descri bes how reception of the Wrd depends on the hearer,
and if they do not understand it, are they the right kind of
hearers? This sort of inmagery should not have been new to them
cf. Jer 4:3, "For thus saith the LORD to the nen of Judah and
Jerusal em Break up your fallow ground, and sow not anong
thorns," which in turn is an el aboration of Hos. 10:12.

14, Disnmisses for now the Sower and the Seed: we are speaki ng of
t he preachi ng and teachi ng of God's Wrd.

15, The Waysi de

a) The hard- packed soil is unplowed, "fallow' (Jerem ah and
Hosea). These peopl e have not been prepared for the sow ng of
the Word of God. Here we find the Jewish rulers, who are
absol utely unresponsive to the word that the Lord brings.

b) From such soil, the birds (Satan) can snatch away the seed
before it has a chance to germ nate, so that nothing comes of
t he sow ng.

c) Application: CGospel preaching rarely brings results at first.
The ground nust be plowed before it can receive the seed. Do
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16-

b)

18-

b)

not be discouraged if initial trials are unsuccessful. One
sows, another waters; God gives the increase.

17, Stony G ound

The stony ground represents those who "have no root in

t hensel ves." The word does not penetrate deep into their
beings; it lies on the surface and produces a superfici al
response (they "inmedi ately" respond with joy), but cannot
bear the test (just as "imedi ately" they fall away). Here are
the mass of "followers." Lk 8:13 even characterizes their
response as "belief,"” but only "for a while."

The burning sun is explained as "affliction or persecution for
the word's sake." By conparing this to the sun, the Lord
inplies that such affliction is essential for the growh of a
healthy plant! But it is fatal to those whose faith is
superficial. NB: Perseverence in trial is an essential proof
of the Christian. "You shall have tribul ation ten days. Be

thou faithful unto death, and I will give thee a crown of
life," Rev. 2:10.

19, Thorns

The thorny soil is polluted with weed seeds. It represents a

person who tries to believe without first repenting; who does
not turn fromthe world in following Christ. Jas 4:4, "the
friendship of the world is enmty with God."

The weeds are defined in three stages. The first seens
relatively harm ess, but |leads to the second, which in turn
tangles us in the third. Note that these "enter in," one after
the other, to render the word fruitless.

1) "The cares of this world," pernitting oneself to worry
about tenporal security. "I would have you wi t hout
carefulness," 1 Cor. 7:32. Preoccupation with worldly
cares, failure to trust the Lord in such matters, seens
passi ve, but |eads naturally to

2) "The deceitful ness of riches," thinking that materi al
security is the answer to such cares. W beconme open to
this allurenent when we hearken to worldly cares. "The | ove
of noney is the root of all evil,” 1 Tim6:10. If we listen
to this deceitful promni se, we becone entrapped in

3) "The lusts of other things," an active desire for things we
do not yet have, which becone our priorities and keep us
from pursui ng godli ness. Thus these three weeds choke out
any hope of fruitfulness in the Christian life.

4) The sin is not in "other things" thenselves, or in
"riches,"” but in a failure to trust the Lord that |eads us
to seek these substitutes in place of H m
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6. 20, Good Earth: three actions toward the Wrd, contrasting the
good earth with the three previ ous soils.

a) Unlike the wayside, they "hear it.

b) Unli ke the stony ground, they "receive it" deep into
thenselves. In Gk, a different word fromthat in v.16; inplies
wel coming it, accepting it as a gift, in contrast with just
com ng across it as a novelty. The contrast is in the depth of
t hei r acceptance.

c) Unlike the thorny ground, they "bring forth fruit." There are
di fferences in productivity, but all bear witness to the life
within by the production of fruit w thout.

7. Application: Wiere is each of us in this picture?

a) Probably not the wayside, or we wouldn't still be here to give
attention to the Word. Here are the Jew sh | eaders.

b) But enthusiastic reception al one does not nean true spiritual
life, if the roots don't reach to the heart. The proof will be
whet her our faith endures in tinme of persecution and
affliction. Here are the nere "foll owers."

c) The good earth clearly corresponds to the disciples, those who
cleave to the Lord and bear fruit for him

VWhat is the salvation status of the thorny ground, where worldly
cares choke out the fruit the Lord desires? Deserves a section to
itsel f.

Excursus: The Thorny G ound

VWhat about the thorny ground? Are they foll owers or disciples? saved
or not? Explore the answer in two ways: antecedent use of the
"thorn" metaphor in the OI, and subsequent teaching about | ack of
fruitful ness in the NT.

1. Thorns in the OI. See "thorns.lst" for search criteria and raw
data. O 59 vv using these terns "thorn, brier, branble, thistle,
cockl e" (often together), 45 are in the OI, thus providing a rich
f oundation for the Lord's teaching.

a) Thorns were absent in Eden (Gn 3:18) and will be absent in
Par adi se (lsa 55:13). They are a characteristic of this
present sinful world order, sonething that nmakes man's work
more difficult.

b) Thorns are an obstacle to the slothful, but cleared away by
the diligent:

1) Literal: Pr 15:19; 22:5; 24:31



d)

2) Metaphor: it's not sinful to have to cope with thorns.
a> Ezekiel, Ezek 2:6
b> Paul, 2 Cor 12:7

3) Key exanple, Num 33:51-55. If the Israelites will not drive
out the inhabitants of the | and, these will becone "thorns
in [their] sides," depriving themof the blessing that the
Lord has intended for them After they fail to drive out
the inhabitants, the Lord then turns this to a form of
j udgnent, nmaking theminable to drive themout (Jos 23:13;
Jud 2:3).

Thorns as an evidence of God's judgnent. |If we are not

diligent to root themout, God will confirmtheir presence!

1) Jos 23:13; Jud 2:3; cf. Num 33:51-55.

2) 3x in lIsa 7:17-25, "thorns and briers” is an enblem of the
state of the | and under the judgnent of the king of
Assyria. The invasion nakes it inpossible for people to
mai ntain the | and, and the thorns and briars repl ace the
vineyard (23), fields (24), and terraces (25).

3) Ohers: Isa. 5:1-6; 32:13; 34:13; Hos 9:6; 10:8; Hos 2:6

The destiny of thorns is to be burned as fuel for fire: Ex
22:6; Jdg 9:15; Ps 58:9; 118:12; Ecc 7:6; Isa 9:18; 10:17;
27:4; 33:12

Application: It's not wong to have to contend with thorns, as
Ezeki el and Paul did. However, our responsibility is to root
themout. Israel failed in this responsibility, given themin
Num 33:51-55, and as a result these becane i nstrunents of
Cod's judgnent on them Cf. Rom 1, in which God gives people
up to their own lusts. Don't conpromi se with thorns!

Fruitful ness in the NT

a)

There are two fundanentally di fferent netaphors concerni ng
fruitfulness in the Bible. They differ in whether the believer
is viewed as the field (as with grain) or as the plant (vines,
trees). Burning the field is a nechani sm of purging; burning
the plant, a sign of judgnent.

1) Isa 5:1-6 is an exanple of believer-as-plant. The carefully
prepared vineyard is the nation Israel; the plants are the
men of Judah, and the di scussion focuses on the diversity
of plants, why sone are fruitful and others not. Wile the
limtation on the field nakes this a particularly OT i mage,
it is continued in sone NT passages, where fruitless trees
and vines are destined for burning (M 3:10; Jn 15:6) and
et ernal darkness (Jude 1:12).

2) The parable of the soils introduces the netaphor of
beli ever-as-field, where the seed is consistently good but
the soil is much nore varied; particularly suited to
procl amati on of the gospel anong the gentiles. This is the
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focus in the two NT passages that we consi deration now.

b) Heb 6:7,8 conpares believers who are stunted in their growth
(5:12) with earth bearing "thorns and briars.™

1) Recall the argunent of the passage.

a> 5:10-11, | want to discuss Ml chi zedek with you.

b> 5:12a, You' ve been believers | ong enough that you ought
to be abl e to understand.

c> 5:12b, However, you need soneone to teach you the first
princi pl es.

d> 6:1-2, nevertheless, we will not go back to those first
principles (starting with repentance)

e> 6:4-6, reason: it's inpossible for a saved person to go
back to repentance (and all the others). That woul d be
to deny the effectiveness of the finished work of
Chri st.

f> 7:1, so let's go on to tal k about Ml chi zedek.

2) 6:7-8 conpares such stunted believers to earth that bears
thorns. Such earth is "nigh unto cursing" and deserves
burni ng (perhaps the sane purging fire promsed in 1 Cor
3:15; it is, after all, the thorns that are burned, not the
soil itself).

c) 2 Pet 1:5-9 shows that one who "was purged fromhis old sins”
can beconme "barren [argos, 'idle'] and unfruitful" unless he
adds certain things to faith. vv. 10,11 urge us to "make [our]
calling and el ection sure" lest we "fall."

d) Application: We nust "follow ... holiness, w thout which no
man shall see the Lord" (Heb. 12:14). As we have seen so
often, while it is faith and not works that save us, saving
faith al ways produces works. The thief on the cross is no
exception: his faith produced words of reverence toward the
Lord, in contrast with the bl aspheny of the other thief.

So, what shall we say about the thorny soil? Is it foll ower or

di sci pl e? Saved or |l ost? Answer: the question is ill posed. The
thorny soil is not included to confort carnal believers that they
will go to heaven, but to instruct us that even with the seed of
the Wword of God growing within us, we must contend with thorns
and press on to fruitfulness. herwise, like Israel, we may find
the thorns turned into the Lord' s rod of discipline agai nst us.

Li ke the readers of Hebrews, we nmnay find ourselves nigh unto
cursing and ready to be burned.



