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The Parable of the Sower, Matthew 13:1-9 and 18-23

That which was "new" becomes immediately obvious. What farmer would spread seed with such reckless abandon? Instead of an orderly sowing in a well-prepared field, the sower (his occupation), goes out to sow (that is his job) but then does the inconceivable. He spreads his seed everywhere, on the roadway, among thorns and in rocky places! The immediate result is as expected. Birds eat some of the seed, the sun scorches some, and thorns choke out others. The listeners must have thought that the sower in the parable was crazy!
But the parable doesn't stop there. It is not just a parable of the sower, but a parable of the harvester. Jesus also gave the yields (plural) from the farmer's labor. 
Considering all that supposedly wasteful sowing, the harvest is unexpectedly good! Some of that seed obviously fell on good soil! A hundredfold was considered a maximum yield and thirtyfold was an average harvest. Matthew reports 100, 60 and 30-fold yields. "Soil" is singular in our text, so the yields would not pertain to different fields. Calculating yield according to each plant is only done with trees. All indications are that the farmer is sowing some sort of grain, so the obvious interpretation would be that the yields relate to consecutive seasonal plantings. The first year brought a hundredfold, the second sixtyfold and the third thirtyfold.
Remember, these are called "kingdom parables." John the Baptist preached that the kingdom of heaven was at hand. Jesus preached the gospel of the kingdom. When Jesus sent out his twelve disciples and later, the seventy, they were sent to preach the gospel of the kingdom.  These parables are actually about the church of Jesus Christ, but the listeners could hardly have understood that. 
The main objective of the church is gaining a people for the kingdom -- the Lord's church. In missions we call it "church planting." Much has been said and written about how this is to be accomplished, but the primary focus of most churches and missions is planting and harvesting. There is much more involved in both farming and missions!
On the surface, it appears that the parable of the sower only deals with these two aspects of farming. That is why listeners and even the disciples were confused and asked Jesus for an explanation. 

There is much more to farming and missions than these two tasks. For a healthy crop, fertilizer and cultivation is necessary. In order to grow, crops need rain and sunlight. It is generally assumed that man has no control over environmental circumstances and the weather, but this is a false assumption. Farmers have always been either religious or superstitious. In Austria, Roman Catholic farmers took bundles of pussy willow branches to the church to be blessed and then placed them in their fields. Christian farmers pray much about the weather and other matters that are beyond the control of humans. 
Prayer is perhaps the most important part of missions and the church, yet few Christians attend prayer meetings, pray with their spouses, families or have a regular devotional time with the Lord. I can't count those who have approached us after deputation meetings and said, "I can't give, but I can at least pray." If prayer is considered to be the "least," I don't expect them to pray for us.
Many Christians and even missiologists tend to overlook an important principle of missions. Jesus sent the disciples out to places "where he had not yet gone" (Luke 10:1). We call that "pioneer missions."  In doing so, he gave them specific instructions. In Matthew 10:7, he told them to proclaim the gospel of the kingdom wherever they went. When entering a town, they were to ask who in that place was worthy (Matthew 10:10-13). "If they accept the gospel, stay; if they reject it, shake the dust off your shoes as a testimony against them and move on!" Before beginning any serious teaching and discipling, the disciples were to preach the gospel and seek receptive soil. The sower of the parable was not crazy after all!
Most mission work is pioneer work, and there are many hindrances and enemies to contend with. Early pioneers in America had a difficult job clearing ground and building up the soil. The danger of wild animals, moles and insects destroying crops was also very real. The danger from native Americans, who resented the white men moving into their hunting grounds was also real. 

Once the ground was cleared and tilled, fenced and rid of stones, stumps and other hindrances, people grew lazy. Sowing year after year in already cultivated fields is easier than finding and preparing new soil. Plantation owners in the south ruined their fields, planting cotton year after year until it refused to yield an adequate crop. This is unfortunately true of many established churches. They are too comfortable to go out and seek new soil for the gospel.

Matthew writes for Jewish believers, but Mark writes to Gentile believers. Mark also relates the parable of the sower, but gives the yield in increasing increments, "thirtyfold, sixtyfold and hundredfold." It is interesting to note that nearly all who believed and followed Christ in the first years were Jews, but later the number of Jewish converts decreased while the number of Gentile converts increased. 
Letter to the Church at Ephesus (show video of Ephesus)
Revelation 2:1-7

The first letter went to Ephesus, the fourth largest city in the ancient world, with a population of 300,000 citizens plus 50,000 foreign slaves. Ephesus was a seaport city on the shores of the Aegean Sea and the marketplace of Asia. Three major roads met here, making it a gateway to the Roman provinces in the east. The city was home to the Temple of Artemis (Diana), one of the seven wonders of the ancient world.
In my notes on the parable of the sower, I referred to the Lord's command, "If they accept the gospel, stay; if they reject, shake the dust off your feet as a testimony against them and move on!" Ephesus offered many obstacles to the gospel, but it must have been fertile ground.  Paul, Apollos, Timothy, and John served here. John brought the mother of Jesus to Ephesus and cared for her there. Paul spent over two years there and wrote an epistle to the church in Ephesus. Few early churches got that kind of attention. As we shall see, Ephesus brought forth quality fruit.
"Ephesus" means "beloved." John, who served here for a long time, called himself the disciple whom Jesus loved. The church in Ephesus was young, joyous and filled with missionary zeal. Jesus praised Ephesus for her good works, tireless efforts, patient endurance and faithfulness to the Word of God. Jesus mentioned their labor and patience twice. 
Paul wrote to the Ephesians, "Wherefore I also, after I heard of your faith in the Lord Jesus, and love unto all the saints, Cease not to give thanks for you, making mention of you in my prayers."  (Ephesians 1:15-16). In 3:17, he prayed "that Christ may dwell in your hearts by faith; that ye, being rooted and grounded in love…" Paul speaks of love in 14 other places in the epistle to the Ephesians. The author of Hebrews wrote (6:10),  "For God is not unrighteous to forget your work and labour of love, which ye have shewed toward his name."  
Commendations (2:2-4, 6)
· There was much to commend about the church at Ephesus. "I know your deeds” (v. 2). They had great zeal for the Lord. This was a busy, hard-working, service-oriented congregation. They didn’t just sit around patting each other on the back. They were eager to serve the Lord. They had a church calendar filled to overflowing with events, programs, meetings, and a whole variety of outreaches to the community.
· They also endured tribulation. The church in Ephesus had many enemies. Many churches around the world today are also enduring extreme persecution. On Christmas day of this year (2011), about 40 members of a Christian church in Nairobi were slaughtered by Muslims. 

· The Ephesians persevered. They persisted; "kept on keeping on."

· But that’s not all. They refused to tolerate false teachers (v. 2). 

Jesus complimented the church for being intolerant! Imagine anyone getting praised today for intolerance!  Speak out against abortion, homosexuality, and many other sins, and you are immediately attacked from all sides. Today it’s much more fashionable to keep your negative views to yourself. After all, we don’t want to risk offending people! 
The church at Ephesus evidently tried the “false apostles” and threw them out of the congregation.  The Nicolaitans were named in particular.  Jesus praised Ephesus for hating the deeds of the Nicolaitans. That is not profiling! Jesus hates sin (v. 6), but loves sinners enough to die for them. Hating a person's deeds does not mean that we hate the person! There are many speculations about the identity of the Nicolaitans. I prefer the explanation indicated by the name itself. The name means to rule over laity. I think it indicates a hierarchical church structure of ruling from the top down. Nearly all religions are governed in this manner, so it is understandable that few theologians embrace that definition. Even many so-called evangelical groups discourage lay input in church decisions. The New Testament teaches the doctrine of "universal priesthood of every believer." Each convert receives the Holy Spirit. Even if that person has little experience or biblical knowledge, he or she is capable of recognizing biblical principles. Jesus was extremely critical of the Pharisees and High Priests, who elevated themselves, suppressing individual believers. Because they delighted in prestigious positions, they also tended to pay homage and give preference to others who enjoyed high positions in government or business. 
One might think that a newborn baby is more vulnerable to viruses and disease, but the opposite is true. Doctors say that a human being is more resistant during the first eight days of its life than in all the following years. It is the same with new-born Christians. They are quicker to recognize and expose false teaching than older established believers. And new Christians win more people to Christ. Older Christians tend to avoid conflict and associations with the unsaved. New believers have no choice. They are often surrounded by the unsaved at their (new) birth.  

Although the letter was written to an actual church in Ephesus, the churches of all ages and locations can profit and learn by its message. The same is true of the parable of the sower. 
A Word of Rebuke

After all that praise for his beloved Ephesus, Jesus had a word of criticism. When Christ looks at a church, he sees both the good and bad. We should be sensitive and thankful for both.
The believers in Ephesus had left their first love (v. 4). The Greek word is agape, which means sacrificial giving of one's self. Phileo love and eros love are easy but agape love is hard work and sacrifice. After Pentecost, the young church was bursting at the seams with agape love. People shared what they had and even sold property to help the needy (Acts 4:32). But they soon lost their first love and started bickering about rights and entitlements (Acts 6:1). 
The Ephesians didn’t love Jesus and one another as much as they had in the beginning. Certain indicators can be warning signs. Christians begin to perform their duties without love (I Cor. 13:1-3). Tradition takes over.  The church becomes an institution instead of an organism. Legalistic rules become more important than relationships. Just as many people lose sight of Christ and the purpose of his coming at Christmas, the Ephesians had grown cool in their relationship to the Lord and each other. They allowed other things to take first place. They got distracted. 

Remedies

There are remedies for a church that has lost its first love (II Cor. 5:14-17). God gave the church at Ephesus three commands: Remember -- Repent -- Repeat! (past, present, future). We must ponder our past blessings, repent of our self-centered living and return to the former works - our first love. The warning in verse 5 doesn't refer to losing one's salvation. Verse 7 shows the difference between individual faith and that of the corporate church.  
Paul may have sensed thirty years earlier that this great church might be headed in that direction. He prayed that the Ephesians would be, "rooted and established in love, may have power, together with all the saints, to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ" (Ephesians 3:17-18). 

Agape love is unequivical. It tolerates no competition. 

Parallel in Church History
The parable of the sower and letter to Ephesus fit well to the apostolic church. People must have thought that the apostles were crazy to waste their time and efforts preaching and teaching in such strange out-of-the-way places. They taught in the market places and in private homes. They shared the gospel of Jesus and his resurrection with Jews and Gentiles, including an Ethiopian Eunuch riding in his chariot. When they taught in the synagogues, they were arrested, beaten and even stoned to death.  But they found good soil, because the harvest was great! 

The apostolic church, like the church at Ephesus, was on fire for the Lord. When persecution came, many Christians fled to Asia Minor and founded the churches named in Revelation 2-3. Other churches sprang up all over Asia. 
When Jesus sent out his disciples in Matthew 10, he instructed them to go only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel. Later, in Matthew 8:5-13 and 15:22-28, we see Jesus opening the door a crack for a Roman Centurion and a Canaanite woman, but the gospel was not preached specifically to the Gentiles until after the resurrection. Three thousand Jews became Christians at Pentecost and for months afterward, church growth was almost exclusively among the Jews. In fact, there were critical voices in some of the early churches about giving Gentile Christians equal status. 
Within a few years, however, the number of Jewish converts was rapidly diminishing and Gentile conversions were on the increase. Christianity grew rapidly in Egypt, Greece and especially Asia Minor. Philip, Peter and Paul all preached the gospel effectively to the Gentiles.  The "good soil" was not only in Israel, but virtually everywhere; it just needed to be discovered and prepared. 

Sometimes soil is "fertilized" with the blood of martyrs before it brings forth an abundant harvest. Jesus sent his lambs out into a pack of wolves. The surprising thing is, the lambs often win. In fact, they can't lose! The worst that can happen is they wind up in heaven, and the best result is the conversion of wolves - like the apostle Paul. 
American Christians face the same challenge today. Affluence has distracted us from our "original intent." We are so comfortable where we are that it has become difficult to recruit missionaries to go into all the world. Pioneer work may be difficult and lonely, but it is certainly rewarding! 
It is a sad fact that the church at Ephesus eventually ceased to exist. It simply dissipated. 
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