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Matthew 13:1-9, 18-23 

Introduction 
The Parable of the Sower is among the most familiar teachings of Jesus. Its images are simple 
enough for a child to picture: a farmer walking through a field, seed falling across different kinds 
of ground, birds eating exposed seed, shallow plants withering beneath the sun, thorns choking 
new growth, and good soil producing an abundant harvest. 

Yet the simplicity of the imagery can hide the depth of the passage. 

Jesus is not primarily teaching about farming. He is explaining the strange and often frustrating 
reality of the kingdom’s arrival. The word of the kingdom is powerful and good, yet people 
respond to it in radically different ways. Some remain hardened. Some respond with immediate 
enthusiasm but have no depth. Some receive the word but gradually allow other concerns and 
loyalties to choke its fruitfulness. Some hear, understand, endure, and bear fruit. 

The parable addresses questions Jesus’ disciples would have been beginning to ask: 

●​ If the kingdom of heaven has truly drawn near, why do so many resist it? 
●​ Why can people hear the same Jesus, witness the same works, and respond so 

differently? 
●​ Why do some begin with joy but fail to endure? 
●​ Why does the word appear powerful in one life and unfruitful in another? 
●​ What does it actually mean to hear the word rightly? 

Matthew’s answer centers on the condition of the hearer. The seed is good. The word of the 
kingdom has not failed. But hearing is more complex than sound reaching the ears. 

The decisive distinction in Matthew’s explanation is this: 

“As for what was sown on good soil, this is the one who hears the word and 
understands it. He indeed bears fruit.” 

The movement is: 

Hearing → Understanding → Fruit 

The purpose of this guide is to explore that movement in detail. 
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1. The Literary Setting in Matthew 

“That Same Day” 
Matthew begins: 

“That same day Jesus went out of the house and sat beside the sea.”​
Matthew 13:1 

“That same day” connects the parable to the events of Matthew 12. 

The immediate narrative context is filled with competing responses to Jesus. Jesus heals, 
teaches, confronts evil, and reveals the arrival of God’s kingdom, but opposition intensifies. 

In Matthew 12: 

●​ Jesus is challenged over Sabbath practices. 
●​ The Pharisees begin conspiring to destroy him. 
●​ Jesus heals a demon-oppressed man. 
●​ The crowds wonder whether Jesus may be the Son of David. 
●​ The Pharisees accuse Jesus of casting out demons by the power of Beelzebul. 
●​ Religious leaders demand another sign. 
●​ Jesus warns about hardened and divided responses. 
●​ Jesus redefines his family around those who do the will of his Father. 

The word and works of the kingdom are visible, but the responses are mixed. 

Matthew 13 does not appear as an unrelated collection of farming stories. The parables help 
interpret the conflict already unfolding around Jesus. 

The kingdom has come, but it is not received by everyone. 

The disciples will need to understand this before carrying the kingdom message into the world. 

Matthew’s Third Major Teaching Discourse 
Matthew 13 is commonly recognized as the third of the Gospel’s five major teaching sections: 

1.​ Matthew 5-7 — The Sermon on the Mount 
2.​ Matthew 10 — The Mission Discourse 
3.​ Matthew 13 — The Parables Discourse 
4.​ Matthew 18 — Teaching on the Community of Disciples 
5.​ Matthew 24–25 — Teaching concerning judgment, watchfulness, and the future 
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Matthew repeatedly alternates between narrative sections describing what Jesus does and 
teaching sections explaining the meaning and demands of the kingdom. Matthew 13 is the 
central discourse about the mysteries or secrets of the kingdom. 

The parables explain why the kingdom’s presence may be real without being universally 
obvious. 

●​ The kingdom is present, but often hidden. 
●​ The kingdom is powerful, but often resisted. 
●​ The kingdom has begun, but the final harvest has not yet arrived. 

2. The Complete Literary Unit 
The primary reading includes Matthew 13:1-9 and 18-23, but verses 10-17 are essential for 
interpretation. The entire unit unfolds like this: 

Matthew 13:1-2 

The Setting 

Jesus leaves the house, sits by the sea, enters a boat because of the crowd, and teaches while 
the people stand on the shore. 

Matthew 13:3-9 

The Parable 

A sower scatters seed across four kinds of soil: 

●​ the path 
●​ rocky ground 
●​ thorn-infested soil 
●​ good soil 

Jesus concludes: 

“He who has ears, let him hear.” 

Matthew 13:10-17 

Why Jesus Speaks in Parables 
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The disciples ask why Jesus teaches in parables. 

Jesus speaks about the “secrets of the kingdom of heaven” and quotes Isaiah 6. Some see 
without perceiving and hear without understanding. The disciples are blessed because they 
have been given eyes to see and ears to hear. 

Matthew 13:18-23 

The Explanation 

Jesus identifies the seed as “the word of the kingdom” and explains the soils as different 
responses among hearers. 

The skipped middle section is not an interruption. It provides the theological center. 

The parable is about hearing, and Jesus’ teaching in parables exposes the reality that not all 
hearing becomes understanding. 

3. What Kind of Thing Is a Parable? 
The Greek word is: 

παραβολή​
parabolē 

The word can refer to a comparison, analogy, proverb, riddle, figurative saying, or narrative 
placed alongside reality in order to reveal something. 

A parable is not merely a pleasant illustration added to make a sermon easier to understand. 

Jesus’ parables can clarify, invite, confront, expose, conceal, reveal, and judge. 

They often begin with ordinary experiences: 

●​ farming 
●​ fishing 
●​ baking 
●​ family conflict 
●​ money 
●​ weddings 
●​ employment 
●​ lost objects 
●​ household management 
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But the ordinary image opens into the unexpected reality of God’s kingdom. 

Parables require participation. The listener must enter the image and ask: 

●​ Where am I? 
●​ What am I seeing? 
●​ What assumptions are being challenged? 
●​ What kind of response is Jesus seeking? 

In Matthew 13, the Parable of the Sower does not merely describe four kinds of people. It asks 
every hearer to consider the condition of the heart receiving the word. 

4. Exegetical Map 

Movement 1: Jesus Teaches the Crowd 

Matthew 13:1-2 

“That same day Jesus went out of the house and sat beside the sea.” 

Jesus sits, the traditional posture of a teacher. The crowds become so large that he enters a 
boat while the people remain on the shore. 

The scene contains an important tension. 

There is a large crowd around Jesus. But the parable will reveal that proximity is not the same 
thing as receptivity. 

Everyone present can hear the story. Not everyone will understand. 

The physical audience is large, but the spiritual responses will differ. 

Central Insight 

It is possible to stand among the crowd listening to Jesus without allowing the word of Jesus to 
take root. 

Movement 2: The Sower Scatters the Seed 

Matthew 13:3 

“A sower went out to sow.” 

The Greek expression is: 
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ὁ σπείρων​
ho speirōn 

Literally: 

“the one sowing” 

The title “Parable of the Sower” comes from Jesus’ own language in verse 18: 

“Hear then the parable of the sower.” 

Yet Jesus never directly identifies the sower in the explanation. 

The sower naturally corresponds first to Jesus, who is proclaiming the word of the kingdom. By 
extension, the image can include Jesus’ disciples and all who carry his kingdom message. 

But the explanation focuses less on the sower’s identity and more on the differing responses to 
the word. 

The same word reaches every soil. The difference lies in reception. 

5. Ancient Farming and the Four Soils 
Modern readers may imagine a farmer carefully planting individual seeds in straight, prepared 
rows. Ancient agricultural practice could look considerably different. 

Seed was often scattered broadly by hand. Fields could contain paths created by repeated 
travel, shallow areas where limestone lay beneath a thin layer of soil, thorn roots remaining 
beneath the surface, and deeper fertile ground. 

Scholars debate the exact order of sowing and plowing in every setting. We should therefore 
avoid claiming that all ancient farmers always sowed before plowing. The larger point does not 
depend on a single farming sequence. 

Jesus’ audience would have recognized the reality of seed encountering varied conditions within 
and around cultivated land. 

The farmer is not necessarily foolishly throwing seed into impossible places. The field contains 
mixed terrain. 

The Path 

Matthew 13:4 

“Some seeds fell along the path, and the birds came and devoured them.” 
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The path has been compacted by repeated traffic. The seed cannot penetrate. It remains visible 
and vulnerable. 

In Jesus’ explanation: 

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

The hardened soil represents hearing without understanding. 

The seed reaches the person. Jesus even says that it has been “sown in his heart.” Yet it 
remains exposed rather than rooted. The evil one snatches it away. 

The word translated “snatches” is: 

ἁρπάζει​
harpazei 

It conveys a forceful seizure or carrying something away. 

The spiritual dimension is explicit. Human hearing is not spiritually neutral. The word of the 
kingdom is opposed. 

Rocky Ground 

Matthew 13:5-6 

“Other seeds fell on rocky ground, where they did not have much soil…” 

The Greek is: 

τὰ πετρώδη​
ta petrōdē 

The image likely refers to shallow soil over underlying rock rather than merely dirt containing 
loose stones. 

The plant grows quickly because the soil is shallow and warm. But rapid visibility hides the 
absence of depth. When the sun rises, the plant is scorched. 

Jesus explains: 

“This is the one who hears the word and immediately receives it with joy, yet he has 
no root in himself…” 
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The initial response is positive. The word is received. Joy is present. But rootedness is absent. 
The problem is not emotion. The problem is endurance. 

“Only for a Time” 
Jesus says the shallow hearer: 

“endures for a while” 

The Greek adjective is: 

πρόσκαιρος​
proskairos 

It means temporary, seasonal, lasting only for a limited time. The word describes a response 
that is real in the moment but not enduring. 

Then: 

“when tribulation or persecution arises on account of the word, immediately he falls 
away.” 

The Greek terms are: 

θλῖψις​
thlipsis​
pressure, affliction, distress, tribulation 

διωγμός​
diōgmos​
persecution, pursuit, harassment 

Jesus does not say the hearer simply becomes bored. Pressure arises “because of the word.” 
Kingdom allegiance creates conflict. Matthew 10 has already prepared the reader for rejection, 
suffering, divided loyalties, and costly discipleship. 

“Falls Away” 
The Greek verb is: 

σκανδαλίζεται​
skandalizetai 

Possible senses include: 

●​ to stumble 
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●​ to be offended 
●​ to fall away 
●​ to become entrapped 
●​ to abandon one’s commitment because of difficulty 

The English word “scandal” comes from the same word family. The pressure exposes the lack of 
root. The heat does not create the shallowness. The heat reveals it. 

The Thorns 

Matthew 13:7 

“Other seeds fell among thorns, and the thorns grew up and choked them.” 

The Greek word for thorns is: 

ἄκανθαι​
akanthai 

The thorns are not necessarily newly introduced after the seed is planted. Root systems or 
dormant weeds may remain in the soil and grow alongside the crop. The seed grows. The 
problem is competition. 

Jesus identifies the thorns as: 

“the cares of the world and the deceitfulness of riches” 

The seed is not rejected openly. It is crowded. 

“The Cares of the World” 
Greek: 

ἡ μέριμνα τοῦ αἰῶνος​
hē merimna tou aiōnos 

More literally: 

“the care of the age” 

Merimna can refer to care, anxiety, worry, concern, or preoccupation. 

Aiōn refers to an age, era, or present order. 

Jesus is describing the pressures and preoccupations connected to life within the present age. 
The phrase should not be reduced to ordinary responsibility. Work, family, provision, planning, 
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and care for others are not condemned. The danger arises when concern becomes controlling 
anxiety and the present age occupies the heart so fully that the word cannot bear fruit. 

Matthew’s Gospel has already addressed this problem. In Matthew 6, Jesus warns against 
storing treasure on earth, serving wealth, and being consumed by anxiety concerning food, 
clothing, and tomorrow. 

Matthew 13 brings those concerns together as thorns. 

“The Deceitfulness of Riches” 
Greek: 

ἡ ἀπάτη τοῦ πλούτου​
hē apatē tou ploutou 

Apatē means deceit, deception, seduction, or false impression. 

Jesus does not merely say that riches are dangerous because they are enjoyable. Riches are 
dangerous because they lie. 

Wealth promises: 

●​ security 
●​ control 
●​ identity 
●​ freedom 
●​ status 
●​ protection 
●​ independence 
●​ life 

The deception is not always obvious greed. It may be the quiet belief that enough wealth can 
make us safe enough that we no longer need to trust. 

“Chokes” 
Greek: 

συμπνίγει​
sympnigei 

The word can mean to choke, suffocate, crowd, or press in upon. 

The image is gradual. The plant may appear healthy for a time. But competing growth deprives 
it of what it needs. 
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The result is: 

ἄκαρπος​
akarpos 

“without fruit,” “unfruitful,” or “barren.” 

The thorny hearer may remain outwardly connected to the word while producing no kingdom 
fruit. 

Good Soil 

Matthew 13:8, 23 

“Other seeds fell on good soil and produced grain…” 

Greek: 

γῆ καλῇ​
gē kalē 

The adjective kalos can mean: 

●​ good 
●​ beautiful 
●​ noble 
●​ fitting 
●​ healthy 
●​ excellent 

The soil is receptive and suitable for growth. 

Jesus explains: 

“This is the one who hears the word and understands it. He indeed bears fruit…” 

The good soil is defined not by perfection but by fruitful reception. The word enters. 
Understanding occurs. Fruit emerges. 

The Harvest 
Jesus speaks of: 

●​ one hundredfold 
●​ sixtyfold 
●​ thirtyfold 
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The yields communicate abundance. 

Genesis 26:12 describes Isaac receiving a hundredfold harvest through the Lord’s blessing, 
providing a possible biblical resonance for extraordinary fruitfulness. 

The differing yields also matter. Not every faithful disciple produces identical visible results. 
Fruitfulness varies. But good soil bears fruit. 

6. The Word of the Kingdom 
Matthew 13:19 identifies the seed as: 

ὁ λόγος τῆς βασιλείας​
ho logos tēs basileias 

“the word of the kingdom” 

This means more than a message about going to heaven after death. The kingdom is God’s 
reign, rule, authority, and saving action arriving in Jesus. The phrase may be rendered as “the 
message concerning the kingdom” or the news of God’s reign. 

The word of the kingdom includes: 

●​ the announcement that God’s reign has drawn near 
●​ the identity and authority of Jesus 
●​ the call to repentance 
●​ the invitation to discipleship 
●​ the restoration taking place through Jesus 
●​ the demand for allegiance 
●​ the new way of life formed under the King 

Jesus has proclaimed: 

“Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.” 

He has taught the ethics of the kingdom in the Sermon on the Mount. 

He has demonstrated the kingdom through healing, deliverance, forgiveness, mercy, restoration, 
and authority. 

He has sent disciples to announce the kingdom. 

Now he explains why the kingdom word produces mixed responses. 

7. The Central Word: “Understand” 
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The Greek Verb 
The word translated “understand” is: 

συνίημι​
syniēmi 

Common meanings include: 

●​ to understand 
●​ to comprehend 
●​ to perceive 
●​ to grasp 
●​ to discern 
●​ to recognize the significance of something 

The word has historical associations with bringing things together or setting things together 
mentally. That background can help illustrate comprehension as seeing how the pieces fit. 
However, we should avoid the etymological fallacy: a word’s ancient components do not 
automatically determine its meaning in every context. 

In Matthew 13, the context defines the word. 

Understanding is contrasted with hearing that remains unfruitful. 

The Greek text of Matthew 13:19 describes a person “hearing the word of the kingdom and not 
understanding,” while verse 23 describes the good soil as the one “hearing the word and 
understanding.” 

The parallel is deliberate. 

The Path 

hears + does not understand → word is snatched away 

The Good Soil 

hears + understands → bears fruit 

Understanding stands at the turning point between exposed hearing and fruitful hearing. 

The Forms of “Understand” Throughout Matthew 13 
Matthew repeats this word family throughout the chapter. 
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Matthew 13:13 

“Seeing they do not see, and hearing they do not hear, nor do they understand.” 

Matthew 13:14 

“You will indeed hear but never understand…” 

Matthew 13:15 

“…understand with their heart and turn…” 

Matthew 13:19 

“…hears the word of the kingdom and does not understand…” 

Matthew 13:23 

“…hears the word and understands it…” 

Matthew 13:51 

“Have you understood all these things?” 

The repetition shows that Matthew 13 is not merely a chapter about parables. It is a chapter 
about understanding the kingdom. 

At the end of the discourse, Jesus asks his disciples whether they have understood. They 
answer yes. Jesus then compares a scribe trained for the kingdom to a master of a house 
bringing out treasures both new and old. 

Understanding leads to faithful interpretation, wise stewardship, and kingdom teaching. 

The Syntax of Matthew 13:19 and 23 
Matthew 13:19 reads: 

παντὸς ἀκούοντος τὸν λόγον τῆς βασιλείας καὶ μὴ συνιέντος 

Pantos akouontos ton logon tēs basileias kai mē synientos 

More woodenly: 

“When anyone is hearing the word of the kingdom and not understanding…” 

Matthew 13:23 describes: 
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ὁ τὸν λόγον ἀκούων καὶ συνιείς 

ho ton logon akouōn kai synieis 

“the one hearing the word and understanding…” 

Both “hearing” and “understanding” are ongoing participial descriptions of the hearer. The point 
is not merely a single moment of auditory exposure. The good soil is characterized by receptive 
hearing and genuine understanding. 

8. The Hebrew Background of 
Understanding 
The Greek language of Matthew 13 stands within the larger scriptural world of Israel. 

The most important background is Isaiah 6. Jesus explicitly quotes Isaiah in Matthew 13:14-15. 

Isaiah 6:9 says: 

“Hear, indeed, but do not understand;​
see, indeed, but do not grasp.” 

The Hebrew phrase includes: 

בִינוּ ​ואְַל־תָּ
we’al-tavinu 

“but do not understand” 

The verb comes from the Hebrew root: 

​בין
bin 

The root can mean: 

●​ to understand 
●​ to discern 
●​ to perceive 
●​ to distinguish 
●​ to recognize significance 
●​ to exercise insight 

Isaiah pairs hearing with understanding and seeing with knowing or perceiving. 
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The issue is not sensory failure. The people possess ears. They hear the prophet. But their 
hearing does not become understanding. 

Understanding with the Heart 
Isaiah 6:10 speaks of the possibility that the people might: 

“see with their eyes​
and hear with their ears​
and understand with their heart​
and turn​
and be healed.” 

The Hebrew includes: 

יבִָין וּלְבָבוֹ ​
u-levavo yavin 

“and his heart understands” 

The verb yavin again comes from bin. 

The heart is the location of understanding. This is crucial because modern Western culture often 
separates the “head” and “heart.” 

The head thinks. The heart feels. 

Biblical anthropology is more integrated. The heart can include: 

●​ thought 
●​ perception 
●​ desire 
●​ intention 
●​ imagination 
●​ will 
●​ loyalty 
●​ moral orientation 
●​ decision 

To understand with the heart is not to abandon reason for emotion.It is to grasp truth with the 
whole inner person. The understanding reaches the center from which life is directed. 

The Movement in Isaiah 
Isaiah presents a progression: 

page 16 



Way of Jesus 6 “The Word, The World, and the Worries” 
Bible Nerd Guide 

seeing → hearing → understanding with the heart → turning → healing 

Understanding is connected to repentance and restoration. It is not merely the ability to explain 
the prophet’s vocabulary. The person understands when the message penetrates deeply 
enough to produce turning. 

Jesus deliberately brings that pattern into Matthew 13. The Parable of the Sower is about 
whether hearing becomes heart-understanding and whether heart-understanding becomes 
fruitful response. 

9. The Septuagint Connection 
The Septuagint is the ancient Greek translation of Israel’s Scriptures. It became a major 
scriptural form for Greek-speaking Jewish communities and strongly influenced the language of 
the New Testament. 

In Isaiah 6, the Septuagint uses the Greek verb syniēmi, the same verb emphasized in 
Matthew 13. 

Matthew’s quotation closely follows this Greek scriptural tradition: 

“You will indeed hear but never understand…” 

Then: 

“…understand with their heart…” 

Matthew is not inventing a new technical definition. He is drawing from Israel’s prophetic 
Scriptures. 

For a Scripture-shaped first-century hearer, understanding would carry prophetic and 
covenantal weight. 

The question would not simply be: “Did I intellectually comprehend the message?” 

The question would be: “Did I truly perceive what God is saying, receive it in the heart, turn 
toward him, and respond faithfully?” 

10. Proverbs 2 and the Wisdom Pattern of 
Understanding 
Proverbs 2 provides one of the richest biblical pictures of how understanding develops. 

The passage begins: 
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“My son, if you receive my words​
and treasure up my commandments with you,​
making your ear attentive to wisdom​
and inclining your heart to understanding;​
yes, if you call out for insight​
and raise your voice for understanding,​
if you seek it like silver​
and search for it as for hidden treasures,​
then you will understand the fear of the LORD​
and find the knowledge of God.” 

Notice the pattern: 

1.​ Receive the words 
2.​ Treasure the commandments 
3.​ Make the ear attentive 
4.​ Incline the heart 
5.​ Call out for insight 
6.​ Seek wisdom 
7.​ Search as for treasure 
8.​ Then understand the fear of the Lord 

Understanding is not casual exposure. It grows from humility, receptivity, attention, desire, effort, 
and dependence upon God. 

The Hebrew root bin appears in this wisdom context, and the Greek Septuagint of Proverbs 2:5 
uses a form of syniēmi: 

τότε συνήσεις φόβον κυρίου 

tote synēseis phobon kyriou 

“Then you will understand the fear of the Lord.” 

The same Greek word family used in Matthew 13 is used in Proverbs for discerning the fear of 
the Lord. That connection expands the meaning. Understanding is not merely decoding. It is 
learning to see reality from within reverence for God. It is practical, moral, relational, and 
formative. 

Receiving Before Mastering 
Proverbs begins with: 

“If you receive my words…” 

The learner does not begin by standing over wisdom as judge. The learner receives. 
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Then: 

“treasure up my commandments” 

Wisdom is not treated as disposable information. It is valued. 

Then: 

“make your ear attentive” 

Hearing becomes intentional. 

Then: 

“incline your heart” 

The whole person bends toward understanding. 

Then: 

“seek it like silver” 

Understanding is desired. 

Then: 

“the LORD gives wisdom” 

Human pursuit and divine gift are held together. 

This closely resembles Matthew 13. The disciples are responsible to hear. Yet the secrets of the 
kingdom are also “given.” Understanding is received and pursued. 

11. Hearing in the Biblical World 
The Hebrew Scriptures frequently connect hearing with response. 

The foundational confession of Israel begins: 

“Hear, O Israel…” 

The Hebrew verb שמע (shama) can refer not only to hearing sound but to listening attentively, 
heeding, and obeying. 

English often separates: “I heard you.” from: “I obeyed you.” 
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Biblical language frequently holds those ideas closer together. To hear faithfully is to receive the 
word as something requiring response. This does not mean every occurrence of “hear” 
automatically means “obey.” Context still matters. But the larger scriptural world resists passive 
hearing. God speaks in order to be trusted and obeyed. 

This background helps explain Jesus’ conclusion: 

“He who has ears, let him hear.” 

Everyone has physical ears. Jesus is calling for responsive hearing. 

12. What “Understanding” Would Evoke 
for a First-Century Jewish Hearer 
For a first-century Jewish listener shaped by Israel’s Scriptures, understanding would likely 
involve several overlapping ideas. 

1. Prophetic Receptivity 
Isaiah warns that people can hear prophetic speech without truly understanding. The issue is 
spiritual dullness and resistance. 

2. Wisdom and Discernment 
Proverbs presents understanding as the ability to discern the fear of the Lord and walk wisely. 
Understanding is practical. 

3. Heart Engagement 
Truth must reach the center of thought, will, desire, and allegiance. 

4. Covenant Response 
Understanding moves toward turning, faithfulness, obedience, and healing. 

5. Divine Gift 
The secrets of the kingdom are given. Understanding is not self-generated mastery. 
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6. Human Responsibility 
Jesus repeatedly commands people to hear. Receptivity matters. 

7. Fruitful Life 
Matthew 13 connects understanding to fruit. The meaning becomes visible in the life of the 
hearer. A first-century disciple would not likely reduce understanding to: 

“I can explain the definition.” 

The richer sense would be: 

“I perceive what God is revealing, grasp its significance, receive it in my heart, and 
respond faithfully.” 

13. Understanding Is Not Anti-Intellectual 
Jesus is not criticizing careful thought. Matthew does not present ignorance as a spiritual virtue. 
The disciples ask questions. Jesus explains parables. He expects them to understand. At the 
end of Matthew 13, Jesus asks: 

“Have you understood all these things?” 

Understanding matters. The problem is not intelligence. The problem is unreceptive intelligence. 
A person can possess knowledge while remaining resistant. A person can analyze Scripture 
while refusing obedience. A person can understand grammar without embracing the kingdom. 

But the opposite error is also dangerous. We should not say: 

“Understanding is about the heart, so careful interpretation does not matter.” 

That is false. We cannot faithfully respond to a text while remaining careless about what it 
means. Biblical understanding is not less than thoughtful interpretation. It is more. It includes: 

●​ careful hearing 
●​ accurate perception 
●​ theological recognition 
●​ moral discernment 
●​ heart reception 
●​ faithful response 
●​ visible fruit 
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14. Understanding and Fruit 
Matthew 13:23 says: 

“This is the one who hears the word and understands it. He indeed bears fruit…” 

The good soil is not defined merely by comprehension. 

Fruit follows. 

The Greek verb is: 

καρποφορεῖ​
karpophorei 

“he bears fruit” 

Matthew repeatedly emphasizes fruit. 

Matthew 3:8 
John the Baptist says: 

“Bear fruit in keeping with repentance.” 

Matthew 3:10 
Trees failing to bear good fruit face judgment. 

Matthew 7:16-20 
Jesus teaches: 

“You will recognize them by their fruits.” 

Matthew 12:33 
“The tree is known by its fruit.” 

Matthew 13:23 
The good soil bears abundant fruit. Fruit is visible evidence of what has taken root. 
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What Is Kingdom Fruit? 
Matthew does not provide a single exhaustive list in this passage, but the Gospel as a whole 
points toward: 

●​ repentance 
●​ mercy 
●​ humility 
●​ forgiveness 
●​ generosity 
●​ reconciliation 
●​ truthfulness 
●​ faithfulness 
●​ justice 
●​ enemy love 
●​ endurance 
●​ care for the vulnerable 
●​ obedience to Jesus 
●​ allegiance to the kingdom 
●​ participation in Jesus’ mission 

Fruit is not perfection. 

Fruit is visible kingdom formation. 

The word is producing the life of Jesus in the people of Jesus. 

15. Intertextual Connections 

Isaiah 6:9-10 

Hearing Without Understanding 

This is the controlling intertext because Jesus quotes it directly. Isaiah’s prophetic ministry 
exposes hardened hearing. Matthew applies the same pattern to responses to Jesus. Some 
hear the word of the kingdom without perceiving its meaning. Some understand with the heart. 

Isaiah 55:10-11 

The Fruitful Word 

Isaiah compares God’s word to rain and snow: 

page 23 



Way of Jesus 6 “The Word, The World, and the Worries” 
Bible Nerd Guide 

“For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven… giving seed to the sower 
and bread to the eater, so shall my word be…” 

God’s word accomplishes his purpose. The connection should not erase the warnings of 
Matthew 13, but it reinforces confidence in the power of the divine word. The word is not weak. 
The mixed results do not mean the seed is defective. 

Jeremiah 4:3 

Breaking Up Fallow Ground 

Jeremiah says: 

“Break up your fallow ground, and sow not among thorns.” 

The imagery is strikingly close. The prophetic call is directed toward the condition of the 
people’s hearts. Thorn-filled ground requires repentance and preparation. 

Hosea 10:12 

Sowing and Seeking 

Hosea says: 

“Sow for yourselves righteousness; reap steadfast love; break up your fallow 
ground, for it is the time to seek the LORD…” 

Agricultural imagery describes covenant renewal. Sowing and reaping become images of 
spiritual formation. 

Psalm 1 

The Fruitful Life 

The person who delights in the Lord’s instruction is: 

“like a tree planted by streams of water that yields its fruit in its season…” 

Reception of God’s instruction produces stability and fruit. 

Genesis 26:12 

A Hundredfold Harvest 
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Isaac sows and receives a hundredfold harvest because the Lord blesses him. Jesus’ 
hundredfold image may evoke extraordinary abundance under divine blessing. 

Matthew 3 

Fruit in Keeping with Repentance 

John’s ministry establishes fruit as evidence of genuine response. Religious identity alone is 
insufficient. 

Matthew 6 

Anxiety and Wealth 

Matthew 6 provides important background for the thorny soil. 

Jesus warns: 

“You cannot serve God and money.” 

Then: 

“Do not be anxious about your life…” 

Matthew 13 combines these dangers: 

●​ the care of the age 
●​ the deceitfulness of riches 

Anxiety and wealth compete for allegiance. 

Matthew 10 

Trouble Because of the Word 

Jesus prepares disciples for hostility, rejection, persecution, and costly allegiance. The rocky soil 
withers when pressure arises because of the word. Matthew 13 assumes the mission reality of 
Matthew 10. 

Matthew 11-12 

Mixed Responses to Jesus 
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John questions. Crowds marvel. Cities refuse repentance. Religious leaders accuse. Others 
follow. 

The Parable of the Sower interprets those responses. 

16. Theological Themes 

1. The Kingdom Is Powerful but Not Coercive 
The seed carries life. But the kingdom does not arrive through forced recognition. People 
respond differently. 

2. Mixed Responses Do Not Mean the Word Has Failed 
The disciples must not interpret rejection as proof that the kingdom message is powerless. The 
same seed produces different outcomes in different soils. 

3. The Kingdom Is Spiritually Contested 
The evil one actively opposes the word. Discipleship is not merely education. A spiritual conflict 
surrounds hearing. 

4. Initial Enthusiasm Is Not the Same as Endurance 
Joy matters. But depth matters too. Faith must develop roots capable of enduring pressure. 

5. Suffering Reveals Rootedness 
Persecution does not necessarily destroy genuine faith. It exposes the depth of the root system. 

6. Good Things Can Become “God”  Things 
The thorns include ordinary concerns and wealth. Fruitlessness does not always begin with 
open rebellion. It can emerge through crowded allegiance. 

7. Wealth Is Theologically Dangerous Because It 
Deceives 
Money imitates divine promises. It claims to provide security, life, identity, and control. 

8. Fruit Is the Goal of the Word 
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Information is not the final goal. The kingdom word forms kingdom people. 

9. Fruitfulness Is Diverse 
Thirtyfold, sixtyfold, and hundredfold are all fruitful. Faithfulness should not become comparison. 

10. Understanding Is Gift and Responsibility 
The secrets of the kingdom are given. Yet Jesus commands: 

“Let the one who has ears hear.” 

Grace and response belong together. 

17. Important Interpretive Questions 

Is This the Parable of the Sower or the Parable of the 
Soils? 
Jesus calls it the Parable of the Sower. Yet his explanation concentrates on the soils. 

Both emphases are legitimate. The sower scatters. The seed carries the kingdom word. The 
soils reveal the responses. 

Is the Sower Careless? 
Probably not. The mixed terrain reflects recognizable agricultural conditions. Theologically, the 
broad scattering can also suggest the generous proclamation of the kingdom. 

Are the Four Soils Fixed Types of People? 
The parable certainly describes real patterns of response. But it should not become merely a 
system for labeling other people. Jesus says: 

“He who has ears, let him hear.” 

The parable addresses the hearer. It invites self-examination. 

●​ Where is the heart hardened? 
●​ Where is it shallow? 
●​ Where is it crowded? 
●​ Where is fruit growing? 
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Can One Person Resemble More Than One Soil? 
The parable’s primary focus is on differing responses to the kingdom word. Yet pastorally, a 
person may recognize different conditions within different areas of life. 

●​ Someone may be receptive concerning generosity but hardened concerning forgiveness. 
●​ Rooted in one season but crowded in another. 
●​ The parable should not be flattened into a personality test. 

It is a warning and invitation. 

Does Rocky Soil Settle Every Debate About Salvation? 
Jesus’ purpose is not to provide a complete systematic account of perseverance, apostasy, 
election, or eternal security. The parable describes real responses: 

●​ temporary reception 
●​ lack of root 
●​ failure under pressure 

The warning should be allowed to retain its force without making it answer every later doctrinal 
question. 

Is Understanding Merely Intellectual? 
No. But neither is it non-intellectual. It includes accurate perception and moves toward heart 
response and fruit. 

Does Fruit Earn Salvation? 
No. Fruit is the outcome of receiving the kingdom word, not a payment offered to God. The seed 
produces fruit because life is present. Fruit is evidence, not currency. 

Do Different Yields Indicate Different Levels of Worth? 
No. The differing yields emphasize varied fruitfulness. The point is not competition. The point is 
that good soil produces. 

18. A Working Definition of Biblical 
Understanding 
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Drawing together the Greek language, Isaiah’s prophetic background, Proverbs’ wisdom 
tradition, Matthew’s kingdom theology, and the fruit imagery of the parable: 

Biblical understanding is the receptive perception of God’s word through 
which the hearer grasps its meaning and significance, receives it into the 
heart, responds in faithful allegiance, and bears visible fruit. 

Or more simply: 

Understanding is hearing that reaches the heart and comes out as fruit. 

This understanding is: 

●​ intellectual, but not merely intellectual 
●​ spiritual, but not vague 
●​ relational, but not sentimental 
●​ moral, but not legalistic 
●​ practical, but not shallow 
●​ received as gift 
●​ pursued through attentive hearing 
●​ demonstrated through fruit 

19. Final Summary 
Matthew 13:1-9, 18-23 explains the mystery of mixed responses to the kingdom. 

The sower scatters the word. The seed is good. 

●​ Some hear but remain hardened. 
●​ Some hear with joy but have no root. 
●​ Some hear and grow, but anxiety and wealth crowd the word until it becomes unfruitful. 
●​ Some hear and understand. The understanding reaches the heart. The word takes root. 

The life endures. Fruit appears. 

The central question is not merely: “Have I heard this before?” 

Nor is it merely: “Can I explain what this means?” 

The question is: “Has the word of the kingdom entered deeply enough to form the life of the 
kingdom in me?” 

The Sower still sows. The word of the kingdom is still powerful. King Jesus is still speaking. 

He who has ears, let him hear. 
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