
 
 
 

Matthew 13:1-9, 18-23 – Are You Listening?  

 

Why is it sometimes so hard to listen to a sermon?   Think about it: We 

can listen to a political or sports radio station for hours on end while 

we’re driving, we can tune in to a sitcom or a late night comedian with 

one slanderous joke after another, but when it comes a sermon, a 

message of spiritual life and death, how much of those 20 minutes do 

we actually take in? And I’m probably just as guilty as you are when I 

go attend another church on vacation. Have you ever noticed what 

you’re thinking about when you’re being inattentive during a sermon? 

It’s not usually how I can help the person next to me. It’s usually 

something you need to get done when you get home, something you’re 

looking forward to during the week. Maybe it’s your kids who can’t sit 

still, maybe it’s what you’re going to feed those kids when you get 

home for lunch, or maybe it’s simply something that has nothing to do 

with Jesus and the his most important gift of salvation. Jesus knows 

there are both natural and supernatural powers at work which try to 

keep from his Word, that’s why in this morning’s parable, He asks, 

Are you REALLY listening?  Because there’s a difference between 

hearing…and listening.  

 

There’s a story that’s supposed to be true about President Franklin 

Roosevelt.  Presidents, often have to endure long receiving lines at 

White House parties.  President Roosevelt complained to his wife once 

that nobody really paid any attention or listened to anything he said 

when they passed him in the line, and to prove it he decided to try an 

experiment.  At the next party, to each person who passed down the 

line and shook his hand, he smiled and said, “I murdered my 

grandmother this morning.”  And, sure enough, the guests responded 

with phrases like “Marvelous!”  “Keep up the good work!”  “We are 

so proud of you!”  “God bless you, sir!”  It wasn’t until the end of the 

line that someone actually heard what he said.  The ambassador from 

Bolivia leaned in and whispered, “I’m sure she had it coming.”  

Sometimes people listen without really … listening. 

 

Jesus told the Parable of the Sower to show how easy it often is for us 

to do the same thing to God.  Jesus explains the meaning of each place 

where seed landed later on in this chapter, and in verse 19 he explains 

the seed that birds picked up from off the path: (19) When anyone 

hears the message about the kingdom and does not understand it (or 

does not really listen to it), the evil one comes and snatches away 

what was sown in his heart.  This is the seed sown along the path.   

The seed in Jesus’ parable is God’s Word, which the Bible calls “the 

power of God;” which give us “everything we need for life.” And 

Satan can’t touch it.   

 

He can, however, take its power away from someone who’s not really 

listening to it.  And as mentioned earlier, you can do that even while 

you’re at church, in the middle of a bible class, or in the middle of a 

family devotion.  “If you think you are standing firm,” it says in 1 

Corinthians, “be careful,” because you’re probably not.   

Anytime I start treating God’s Word more like a routine than the basis 

and foundation of my entire week; something I have to do instead of 

crave to do; just another appointment on the calendar; or anytime I sit 

in church thinking more about the grudge I’m holding against someone 

rather than the God who says to love and forgive them; if we are 

pushing God’s Word away rather than soaking its power in, Satan will 

gladly come and pluck the powerful seed away – because he can. But 

it’s not the only way he does this. 

 

(20) The one who received the seed that fell on rocky places is the 

man who hears the word and at once receives it with joy.  (21) But 

since he has no root, he lasts only a short time.  When trouble or 

persecution comes because of the word, he quickly falls away.  I 

don’t think anyone here is naïve enough to expect that your Christian 

life is supposed to be full of nothing but good times.  But there’s still a 

very powerful temptation that pops into Christian minds when 

someone attacks your faith rather than applauds it, when you’re 

unfairly criticized by other Christians, when your kids aren’t growing 

up to do what you taught them, when your Christian spouse doesn’t 

always do what he or she promised on the day of your wedding, or 

when, in general, life is harder than you think it should be.  The 



 
 
temptation is to think that it’s not working, it’s not worth it.  What’s 

hard to remember, and yet so important to remember, is that your 

greatest fruit and greatest strength will come only after you’ve been 

planted in good soil for a long time.  Because, regardless of where 

your roots are, there are very dangerous roots planted deeply in your 

life already.  And our roots need to be deeper than those. Jesus 

explains that.    

(22) The one who received the seed that fell among the thorns 

is the man who hears the word, but the worries of this life and the 

deceitfulness of wealth choke it, making it unfruitful. 
Whether or not you want them to be, the roots of stress and 

worry, the thorns, are planted in your life very deeply.  And there is a 

point at which any person can start to love and listen to them instead of 

what anyone else, including what God says to them.  Now, you might 

object to that, saying that you don’t love the stress in your life.  But 

you do if you listen to it. 

Once in awhile, my wife will try to say something to me while 

I’m working on something. I’ll act like I’m listening, but when she 

asks me a question at the end, it becomes very obvious that I’m not.  If 

you’re listening to two different messages in your life, you’ll end up 

with distortion and frustration.  Listening requires undivided attention.  

This morning, your Father wants yours.  

That’s something you had from Him. When people cried out 

for Jesus’ death, your Father was focused on you. When he heard His 

Son cry out, “Why have you forsaken me,” you were on His mind. 

When that same son bowed his  head in death, you had your father’s 

undivided attention.  

What shall separate us from the love of God?” Paul asks.  

“Neither trouble, nor hardship, nor famine, nor nakedness, nor 

danger, nor sword.”  In other words, nothing.  And those who 

understand the Word understand that. 

 (23) But the one who received the seed that fell on good soil is 

the man who hears the word and understands it.  He produces a 

crop, yielding a hundred, sixty or thirty times what was sown 

 It’s important to listen.  When you know how quick God is to 

hear your cry, hear your call, hold your hand lest you fall, then you 

know and understand how important it is to keep sowing the seed of 

his Word into our hearts.  He doesn’t tell you exactly what the crop is 

going to look like in your life. He just promises it will be abundant.  

And he tells you there is only one place to get it.  And you already 

have it…right here.  Let nothing get in the way of listening to the 

Word.  

 

 

 

Isaiah 55:10-11 THE WORD WORKS! 

What message might you expect to come from the lips of a great 

person at death? Maybe their dying love for their spouse or family? 

Maybe a great piece of advice on how to live life to its fullest?  

 On the other hand, we’d hardly expect to hear someone admit he was 

a nobody; to put himself down. To say that he was worthless or that 

his accomplishments didn’t add up to squat.  

Do you know what Martin Luther’s last word was?  “ja” (ya), the 

German word for “Yes.” You see, one of Martin’s friends asked him, 

“Do you want to die standing firm on Christ and the doctrine you have 

taught?” Luther answered, “Yes.” In other words, he would face God 

in eternity trusting only in Christ and his Word. And this wasn’t just 

dramatics.  

Discovered in Luther’s pocket at his death was a document on which 

he had written the words: “We are all beggars.” In other words, Luther 

saw himself as a spiritually penniless man. All his great 

accomplishments over the last three decades as a reformer counted 

nothing towards his salvation. His hope was built on nothing less than 

Jesus’ blood and righteousness. 

How did he know he could believe in Jesus and be saved? Because 

God’s unfailing Word said so. It was winter in Wittenberg and the 

snow that made travel so difficult was a visual reminder to Martin 

Luther of two irreversible truths. Isaiah says: 55:10 As the rain and 

the snow come down from heaven, and do not return to it without 

watering the earth and making it bud and flourish, so that it yields 



 
 
seed for the sower and bread for the eater, 11 so is my word that goes 

out from my mouth: It will not return to me empty, but will 

accomplish what I desire and achieve the purpose for which I sent it. 

Isaiah, in many ways is just a fascinating Old Testament book. It is 

very much like a mini Bible. There are 66 chapters in Isaiah just like 

there are 66 books of the Bible. The first 39 chapters are heavy on law 

and similar to the Old Testament (39 books). The last 27 chapters 

focus more on the gospel and the comfort of forgiveness of sins 

through the coming Savior, again similar to the focus of the New 

Testament. Isaiah is a prophet who speaks God’s Word – all of it.  

But Isaiah also had a challenging ministry. When God called him to 

Go with the Word, He told Isaiah the people He was sending him to 

would be ever hearing but never understanding. Then God said this: 

“Make the heart of this people calloused; make their ears dull and 

close their eyes. Otherwise they might see with their eyes, hear with 

their ears, understand with their hearts, and turn and be healed." (6) 

In other words, God told Isaiah that His preaching – with those 

beautiful gospel promises, would be rejected by many, and that it 

would actually serve to further many in their unbelief. It makes me 

wonder if Isaiah ever began to question what good his ministry was. 

Did the Word really work? Why did so many people hear the Word of 

God and treat it as unimportant?  

That’s why this wonderful guarantee had to be so refreshing and 

encouraging. “As the rain and the snow come down from heaven, 

and do not return to it without watering the earth and making it bud 

and flourish, so that it yields seed for the sower and bread for the 

eater, so is my word that goes out from my mouth: It will not return 

to me empty, but will accomplish what I desire and achieve the 

purpose for which I sent it.”  

“Keep preaching, Isaiah!” The Lord is telling His prophet to keep 

speaking His Word. Just like the rain that came down outside this last 

week, watered our lawns and gardens, always causes things to grow. 

So the Word always brings results. While at times those results will be 

rejection, there will be those who believe and are saved. God’s Word 

never returns to Him empty. The Word works.  

Do we ever need the same reminder? YES. I know I certainly do. 

Sometimes I write a sermon and after reading through it I think to 

myself, “I’ve said this before, what’s the point?”  I need this reminder 

that it is our job to simply proclaim this Word. I need the reminder that 

proclaiming God’s Word is never without results because it will not 

return to it’s source empty.  

We all need that encouragement. When we’re sitting beside a hospital 

bed, trying to recite Gospel promises to a loved one who is incoherent, 

we need to be reminded that THE WORD WORKS. When we’re 

trying to relay the importance of God’s Word to our children who have 

fallen away and all they do is respond in anger, we need the reminder 

that THE WORD WORKS. When no matter what we do to show 

someone how sorry we are, they cannot forgive us, we need the 

reminder that THE WORD WORKS.  

Just as the rain which waters the earth and brings forth plants for food 

unfailingly, so is the Word God sent forth from my mouth and from 

your mouth, it will always bring forth what it promises. God’s Word is 

reliable.  

THE WORD WORKS. So what does this mean for us? For one thing it 

means it is a pretty important thing to stay in the Word! I pray we, like 

those on good soil, listen to God’s Word and keep listening to God’s 

Word so that in us it “produces a crop.” It also means God has given 

our church everything it needs to do His work – for we have right here 

the Word that comes out of His mouth.  

So, dear friends, when you’re weary, discouraged, when you feel the 

days you’re living are in vain. May your God help you be faithful, to 

the Word he has given you proclaim.  

Remember the great heritage that was Isaiah’s, Luther’s, that is yours. 

It’s right here: God’s Word. Amen.  


