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JESUS’ PARABLES OF THE KINGDOM:
LET ME GIVE YOU A HINT ... IT’S EVERYWHERE!

Matthew 13:1-9, 18-23

I am beginning a three part series today entitled: Jesus’ Parables of the Kingdom.  The 
lectionary, over these next few weeks, directs our attention to this all important aspect of the 
mission of Christ, one that we, as Presbyterian Christians hold in high esteem.  The sixth Great End 
of the Church from our Book of Order is my favorite: 

We are to be the exhibition of the kingdom of heaven to the world. (G-1.0200)

Therefore, we better have an understanding of its implications for our life together.

Today, as we begin, I’d like for us to consider clues Jesus gives us for recognizing the 
kingdom.  As the Psalmist writes: “Thy word is a lamp unto my feet, and a light unto my path.”  Let’s see 
where the path will lead today.


It’s frustrating, but sometimes the same thing can be both simple and complicated.  An 

example of this is the Parable of the Sower ... the story that Jesus tells in today’s Gospel lesson.

The story line is simple enough.  A sower goes out to sow, and casts seed so that it lands in 
four kinds of places, with four different results:  
 The seed that lands on the hard path is eaten up by birds.  

 The seed that lands in rocky soil grows up only to wither.  

 The seed that lands among thorns grows up, but is choked by the thorns.  

 But some seed ends up in good soil, and brings forth much grain ... 30, 60, 100 fold.

The story is simple, but the disciples of Jesus have trouble understanding it, and ask for an 
explanation.  And ever since, the Christian community has struggled with just what this story means.

We could sidestep the Parable of the Sower, but that won’t do ... it’s too important.  Three of 
the four Gospels – Matthew, Mark, and Luke – include Jesus’ Parables of the Kingdom.  In each case, 
this is the introductory one ... the one that sets the stage for all the rest.  Bottom line is, there are 
only a few elements that appear in all three of these gospels, and the Sower Parable is one of them ... 
a prominent part of the teaching of Jesus.

So ... the story of the sower demands our attention.  What are we supposed to do with it?  Is it 
merely a simple story, or does it offer something more?


The parables in general and this one in particular are concerned with describing the Kingdom

of God.  They attempt to address the question, “What is the kingdom like?” by helping us see, time
and again, that the kingdom is clearly different from OUR expectations.


Over the years, I’ve struggled to get a handle on this parable ... and others.  I guess I’ve 

always been looking for something more in them than what first appears.  Where I’ve turned for 
help in the process, is in the work of Robert Farrar Capon.  [Capon discusses the Parable of the 
Sower in his Parables of the Kingdom (Eerdmans, 1985), pp. 61-86.]
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Capon is an Episcopal priest, a theologian, and handy enough in the kitchen that he’s 
actually published a cookbook.  I don’t know; maybe there’s something about preparing food ... that 
mysterious, secretive process which has definitely eluded me ... that just might equip somebody to 
have some special insight into the parables of Jesus.

Capon claims that in this parable, the sower is God the Father, and the seed sown is the Word of 
God, Jesus himself. Can you begin to see the implications of this idea?  If this IS the case, then the 
parable supports the belief that Jesus is everywhere in the world ALREADY.  Therefore, our job then, is 
not to take the Word out and spread it like the sower ... that’s already been done.  Our job is to FIND
that Word in ALL the places where it IS ... like an unending treasure hunt.

Capon also proposes that the parables of Jesus, and this one in particular, insist upon Four 
Important Aspects of God’s Kingdom.  He calls these characteristics: Catholicity, Mystery, Actuality, 
and last but not least, Response.  These characteristics are what make the Parable of the Sower a 
challenge to the FIRST DISCIPLES and to US.  They make this treasure hunt something that perplexes 
and fascinates.  Let’s examine the four aspects:

CATHOLICITY
Catholicity refers to what is universal.  When Jesus proclaims the kingdom of God, he 

proclaims its catholicity: that it is at work everywhere, always, and for EVERYBODY, rather than simply 
in some places, at some times, and for some people.

Nowhere is this more apparent than in the story of the Sower.  A Sower goes out to sow, and 
he tosses the seed in every direction so that it lands in every possible place.

The landing places represent every kind of person, every sort of human situation.  There’s no 
way for any of us to opt out of this story.

This story is about EVERYBODY. It suggests that EVERYBODY has at least a chance at the 
kingdom.  This catholicity ... this universality, sounds great until we see that seed can land in the 
places we consider beyond the boundaries.  We can feel sideswiped by the outrageous hospitality and 
love of our God.  It is EVERYWHERE!

MYSTERY
The second characteristic of the kingdom is Mystery.  So often we expect God to come in

with Fourth of July fireworks.  We want God to be obvious, unmistakable, punishing bad people and 
rewarding or at least rescuing good people (ourselves included).  We want God to behave like some
comic book superhero.  But the WAY God works ... to which Jesus points ... is undeniably different from 
that.

Okay ... the Sower (That’s God the Father) sows the seed.  And then, do you know what?  That 
seed disappears.  It literally goes underground where NOBODY can see it.  To all appearances dead
and buried.  But then it sprouts, and becomes what its original size and shape would never suggest.

How strange!  We want the kingdom to come in a way that’s noisy and noticeable, and what
do we get?  Jesus talks to us about SEED.  Then he BECOMES one.  Into the earth he disappears.  He’s 
dead and buried.  Then he comes to life unexpectedly as the bumper crop’s FIRST INSTALLMENT.

ACTUALITY
The third characteristic, Actuality, is especially troublesome.  The Sower doesn’t just think

about sowing the seed, or imagine it, or worry about it, or anything else.  He SOWS the seed!  
Throughout the whole wide world the Sower goes ... casting seed every which way.

Whatever happens to a particular seed, it is still good seed.  Its operative power remains 
UNIMPAIRED.  It’s like those seeds that sprout after spending thousands of years inside an Egyptian 
tomb.  If there’s a problem, it’s NOT with the seed.  The power of LIFE is present there all along.

Jesus remains Jesus through his passion, death, and resurrection.  The SEED never becomes less 
than itself.  The WORD is not unspoken.  Our SALVATION is something ACTUAL.
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RESPONSE
The last characteristic is Response.  The point here is that Response is REAL ... the seed-eating 

birds, the oppressive sun, the choking thorns are not fantasies.  When Jesus dies on the cross, it’s a 
real death.  But all this is turned away from its hostile intention to serve the purpose of God.  We call 
the day of Jesus’ demise Good Friday.

It is the Word alone, and not the resistance to it, that finally matters.  The harvest is sure to 
happen.  Our spot may be barren, but there’s a wheat field on the way.  The only question is THIS: Will 
WE obstruct growth on our own spot of soil ... or will we stop blocking our life, and let the harvest happen
to us?

We do ourselves a favor by letting the harvest happen.  It is the Kingdom of God.  It is not 
something WE do, yet it grows in the soil WE ARE.


Have you ever felt like giving up? Have you ever wondered, even in what you try to do for 

God, whether it’s doing any good? Let God be the judge of that! 
I once read about a little girl named Annie who in 1876 was ten years of age. She was put 

into a poor house for children ... called the Tewkesbury Alms House in Massachusetts. Her mother 
had died and her father had deserted her. Her aunt and uncle found her too difficult to handle. She 
had a bad disposition, a violent temper ... stemming in part from eyes afflicted with painful 
trachoma. She had been put in the poorhouse because no one wanted her.  She was such a wild one,
that at times she had to be tied down.

But there was another resident named Maggie, who cared about Annie and decided to her 
under her wing. Maggie talked to her, fed her, even though Annie would throw her food on the 
floor, cursing and rebelling with every ounce of her being. But Maggie was a Christian and out of 
her convictions she was determined to love this dirty, unkempt, spiteful, unloving little girl. It wasn't 
easy, but slowly it got through to Annie that she was not the only one who was suffering.  Maggie 
also had been abandoned. And gradually Annie began to respond.

Maggie told her about a school for the blind and Annie began to beg to be sent there, and 
finally, consent was given and she went to the Perkins Institute. After a series of operations her 
sight was partially restored. She was able to finish her schooling and graduate at the age of twenty. 
Having been blind so long she told the director of Perkins that she wanted to work with blind and 
difficult children. They found a little girl seven-years-old in Alabama who was blind and deaf from 
the age of two. So, Annie Sullivan went to Tuscumbia, Alabama to unlock the door of Helen Keller's 
dark prison and to set her free.

One human being, in the name of Christ, allowing the seed to grow in the soil of her life, and 
then enabling another human being to realize the fertile soil of her life, and then another, and then 
many, many more!  Allow the seed to take root! That's how God's kingdom comes ... It is not something 
WE do, yet it grows in the soil WE ARE ... if we allow it to grow ... if we RESPOND.


There are, then, four characteristics of God’s kingdom.

First, CATHOLICITY ... The seed’s been scattered EVERYWHERE, and to EVERYBODY ... who 
knows where growth may happen.

Second, MYSTERY ... The kingdom doesn’t hit us over the head, but creeps into our hearts 
and our circumstances.

Third, ACTUALITY ... The redeeming Word ... that is Jesus ... is never unspoken, but remains
present come what may.
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Finally, there’s RESPONSE ... We’re not here to earn gold stars, but to respond to grace by 
bearing fruit.

If following Jesus is indeed a treasure hunt, then we do have some clues for the game:
 The kingdom is hidden, yet it is everywhere.
 It is not a possibility, but a reality.
 It is not something we earn, but something we welcome.

Sure, we can keep our eyes on the bare spots in our lives and other people’s.  We can fixate 
on disaster and sorrow.  We can focus only on the infuriating birds who eat up seed, or the dead, 
withered plants, or the ones choked by thorns and weeds.

OR ... we can open our eyes to the HARVEST.  Not just a little local harvest, but a UNIVERSAL ONE.

The wondrous growth ... thirty, sixty, even a hundred times the return on investment ... this 
happens not just inside the church or among Christian people.  

 It HAPPENS here and there, in countless places throughout this wide world which God loves. 

 It HAPPENS wherever anyone acts from a sense of mercy, justice, compassion, or love.  

 This wondrous growth HAPPENS whenever relationships are mended, wounds healed, hope 
restored.  

For the seed is scattered every which way, and whether they have heard his name or 
not, the one WE know as Jesus enlightens everyone born into this world.

Our task is NOT to grit our teeth, hunch our shoulders, and go out to do good deeds.  
Rather we are to gaze with wonder upon everything God is doing in the world through 

all kinds of people.  
We are to give thanks for these abundant miracles ... the harvest born from scattered 

seed.  
We are to live out our gratitude by USING the gifts God has given US, and thus ADDING

to the wonder in this world.

This is our task as children of the kingdom of LOVE and LIGHT!
Amen and Amen.


