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Introduction

Before John the Baptist pointed out Jesus as the Messiah, he preached a

message of God’s judgment.  And when he spoke of the Coming One, he

said of him, “His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear his

threshing floor and gather his wheat in to the barn, but the chaff he will

burn with unquenchable fire.”  In other words part of the main substance of

messiah’s mission was to divide.  The winnowing fork, not unlike a

pitchfork, would raise harvested wheat up into the air to allow the wind to

blow away the lighter chaff.  The grain kernels would fall to the threshing

floor in order to be gathered.  Winnowing was therefore an act of

separation.  

Jesus is the lamb of God who came and dwelt among humanity in order to

offer himself up as an atonement to redeem and purchase for God people

from every tribe and tongue and nation.  But Jesus also came to separate

the wheat from the chaff; he came to distinguish between those who belong

to him and those who do not.  We resume our study this morning of the

gospel according to Matthew in chapter 13, a chapter distinguished by a

number of parables spoken by Jesus.  And this morning we are going to be

considering the question, “why?”  Why did Jesus use parables?

Some would suggest Jesus told parables in order to be interesting.  Others

would say it was for the sake of illustrating.  Others might say he did it to

get down on to the level of the people.  Each of these suggestions carries

some weight.  However, based on what Jesus said about his use of the

parables, the main reason was that they served as a winnowing fork.  Jesus

used the parables to separate the wheat from the chaff and to bless the one

while judging the other.  You will see what I mean as we dig in to the text.

[Read Text; Pray]

I.  The Parable of the Sower. (1-9)

A.  Jesus had been in a crowded house but emerged now out into the open

beside the sea.  Great crowds gathered around him.  With all the mighty



works Jesus had done and the manner in which he had taught about the

kingdom of heaven, it is not surprising that the crowds amassed about him.

No doubt the motives and expectations of the individuals in the crowds

varied.  Some were there to witness more mighty works.  Others were

looking for more sparks in the heated conflict between Jesus and the

religious leaders.  Some wanted to hear and learn.  Still others looked on

wondering whether Jesus might perhaps be the messiah, and if so, when

would he throw off the heavy hand of the Romans? 

B.  It was a great opportunity for Jesus, should he have wanted, to stir up

the crowds, ignite enthusiasm, tell them what they need to know, and

persuade them to join in with him.  And what does he do?  He gets in a

boat and seats himself in the position of a rabbi to teach the people and

then he tells a parable.  He actually tells many parables.  He said nothing to

the crowds without a parable.  It was common to make use of the parable

among the Jews in that day.  A parable set forth a known or easily

understood figure, matter, or story in order to explain something less well-

known or abstract. 

C.  Jesus’s parable at the beginning of Matthew 13 sets forth a graphic

picture but one that was fully ordinary to the Palestinian agricultural mind. 

A sower sows wheat.  The seed falls here and there.  Some is eaten up. 

Some shoots up quickly.  Some grows but is choked out, and some actually

perseveres and produces grain in varying quantities.  This parable tells the

crowds absolutely nothing they did not already know and understand very

well.  But as it is about wheat, it harkens back to the thing that John had

said about Jesus.  “His winnowing fork is in his hand.”  And this is striking

because here is Jesus, surrounded by multitudes of potential followers. 

Surely these are the wheat.  Or are they?  Now Jesus was providing this

parable and others like it, but he was not providing the crowds with

explanations.  His own disciples were perplexed.  Can you believe it?  Jesus

had a perfect opportunity to explain the secrets of the kingdom to the

crowds, but he told a bunch of unexplained parables!

So the disciples came to Jesus with one overriding question.   They wanted

to know, “why?”  Why do you speak to them in parables?  At that moment it



weighed more heavily on their minds than the question of what the parables

meant.  Jesus provides an explanation in verses 10-17, and Matthew adds

further explanation as he wraps up the section down in verses 34-35.  We

are going to follow the flow of the text and examine why Jesus was

speaking in parables this way and then next week we will consider the

message communicated by the parable of the sower, itself.

II.  The Purpose of the Parables. (10-17, 34-35)

A.  When the perplexed disciples made their way to Jesus, they were clearly

flabbergasted.  Why would he miss an opportunity to seize upon the crowd

and increase the numbers of the disciples?  The modern American mind

would likewise reason that here was an opportunity to “work some magic,”

to draw the net, to complete the sale, and yet Jesus speaks only in parables

with these people!  Surely Jesus is failing to take advantage of a golden

opportunity. So they ask, “Why?  Why do you speak to them in parables?”  

Notice how Jesus replies.  

v. 11 – And he answered, “To you it has been given to know the secrets of

the kingdom of heaven, but to them it has not been given.  For to the one

who has more will be given, and he will have an abundance, but from the

one who has not, even what he has will be taken away.  This is why I speak

to them in parables, because seeing they do not see, and hearing they do

not hear, nor do they understand.”  He then cites a prophecy of Isaiah, and

pronounces a blessing.  Then in verses 34-35, Matthew adds that Jesus’ use

of parables yet again fulfills the scripture.

The answer of Jesus and the explanation of Matthew reveal a two-fold

purpose for Jesus’ use of parables.  He has two groups in mind.  One is

identified as “you” and the other is identified as “them.”  When Jesus says

“you” he is speaking of his followers.  When he says them he is speaking of

a group who is resistant in heart.  The parables have a contrasting purpose

for each group.  For one group the parables conceal the truth and for the

other group the parables reveal the truth.  In this way, you see, the

purpose of the parables is to be a winnowing fork that divides between the

wheat and the chaff.  When Jesus completed the parable of the sower, he

made that striking statement, “he who has ears, let him hear.”  When the

word of God is proclaimed, there are those who have ears for it and those



who do not.  There are those who earnestly desire and treasure those

words and seek to rightly understand them, and then there are those who

unimpressed.  They presume they know what is meant, and it does not

mean much to them.  Those with ears are those whose heart’s desire is to

know.  Jesus’ use of parables distinguishes between those with such a heart

and those interest is only superficial.  The parables harden the hard-hearted

while they bless those with a heart desire to understand.  From the

superficial listeners they conceal but to the genuine seekers they reveal.

B.  The parables left unexplained conceal the deep things from the casual

listeners.  These hear but do not hear.  They see but do not see or

understand.  They hear the parable.  They can perceive a thing as simple as

the parable of the sower.  In fact they can completely identify with the

surface of what Jesus has said.  But without the explanation, they have no

grasp of what he is really saying about the kingdom of heaven.  It is

concealed.

And this concealing is an act of God’s righteous judgment.  When Jesus

cites Isaiah’s prophecy, he takes his disciples back to a glorious OT text.  In

Isaiah 6, the Lord appears to Isaiah in a testimony of his holiness.  Here is a

reality to which God’s people have been oblivious.  They were blind to the

holiness of God.  They were enamored with their own ideas of God.  But the

Lord appears to Isaiah in splendor.  The vision causes Isaiah to cry out in

grief over his sin.  The Lord cleanses him and asks who will go for him. 

Isaiah says, “I’ll go, send me.”  The words that Jesus quotes in Matthew 13

are the words of the Lord to the willing Isaiah.  The Lord says, “Go and say

to this people . . . Keep on hearing but do not understand; keep on seeing

but do not perceive.”  The reason they not given understanding was

because that they had dull hearts toward God.

The first few times I flew I was like tuned in to everything that was going

on.  When the fight attendant gave the speech about the oxygen masks and

flotation devices and the exits and such, I was right there following along

with every word.  At the age of 56 I find that I have flown enough that all

that safety talk the attendants give is superfluous.  I pretty much ignore

it–put the noise canceling earphones in and listen to something I want to

hear.  If they were to say something really important, I would be in a world



of hurt.  This is God’s characterization of the Jews in Isaiah’s day.  When it

came to hearing from God, they put their headphones on and closed their

eyes.  And now the God of the universe himself sits before them speaking.

He declares that what was true in Isaiah’s day characterizes the Jews yet

again.  They have gathered to listen, and it looks like they are interested in

what he has to say, but he knows that in reality they do not want to hear

the truth.  So he speaks parables.

It is not as though he will not explain, but he will explain only to those who

want to hear.  To them it has been given, but to those who listen

superficially from a distance, if that is all they want, that is all they will get.

Even what they have will be taken away.  I urged you last week from Psalm

49 to hear the Lord, to listen carefully to him.  This week we see the danger

in tuning God out.  If you tune God out, he will let you go and your heart

will be hardened and you will show yourself to be chaff.  The word preached

will be to you a winnowing fork which scoops you up into the air which the

wind carries away and at the end you will be burned with unquenchable

fire.

I want to press on you the question this morning, “Are you listening to the

Lord?”  Are you satisfied with your own thoughts and ideas about God,

about salvation, about the judgment to come?  Do you care to know more? 

One of the marks of a new believer is they want to delve into the scriptures

and know them.  They may have had a Bible on their shelf all of their lives,

and it lay there unread and collecting dust.  But now, O now, there is a

hunger to read every word of every page and soak it in.  Perplexing

questions arise, but they will not be deterred, for they seek understanding. 

They seek to know God not as they imagine him to be but as he truly is.

I plead with you when the word is preached, do not put on noise-canceling

headphones.  Do not listen the way you do when the vacuum cleaner is

running in the next room.  If you close your ears and shut your eyes and

harden your heart to the truth of God, you will eventually miss out

completely.



When it comes to the word of God, don’t trust your heart.  These who

refused to seek the explanation of the parables trusted their own heart to

figure things out.  You can’t trust your heart to rightly understand the

secrets of the kingdom of heaven.  Jeremiah 17:9 says “The heart is

deceitful above all things, and desperately sick; who can understand it?” 

Proverbs 14:12 states, “There is a way that seems right to a man, but its

end is the way to death.”  Proverbs 3:5-7 instructs to “trust in the Lord with

all your heart and lean not in your own understanding.  In all your ways

acknowledge him and he will make your paths straight.  Be not wise in your

own eyes; fear the Lord.”

The Bible is teaching us the colossal mistake it is to be satisfied with a

surface grasp of the scripture, with an assumption that we things figured

out.  Such satisfaction is the symptom of a dull heart.  It says, “I know

enough.  I don’t need any more.  I got this thing.”  That is not the heart of

a true disciple of Jesus.  A disciple of Jesus wants to know what Jesus says.  

The disciples did not understand why Jesus was speaking in parables, so

they asked!  Then, as soon as Jesus went into the house (v. 36) the

disciples wanted an explanation of the parable.  

C.  So one aspect of Jesus’ use of the parables is that they conceal.  That is

a great tragedy.  And yet the other aspect is that they reveal.  And what

they reveal is an incredible blessing.  There are several positive aspects of

Christ’s use of parables.

1.  It is selective.  Jesus said, “To you it has been given, . . . but to them it

has not been given.”  Not everyone benefits but those who have ears to

hear.  And those who have ears are ones that want more than a story from

Jesus.  They do not trust their darkened hearts; they trust the Lord.  They

lean not on their own understanding.  They request Jesus to tell them the

meaning of the parables.  Their hearts are not dull.  They are like the

psalmist who says in 119:18, “open my eyes that I may behold wondrous

things out of your law.”  They hunger and thirst! . . . And they are filled!

2.  The positive use of the parables is also gracious.  One of the key words

in this text is found in verse 11.  It is the word given–Not earned or

deserved but given.  This is not some accomplishment of human strength



but it is given.  Every good and perfect gift is from God.  And gifts of God

are given.  They are granted by his grace.  What is it that makes the hearts

of these disciples to hunger for more when the hard-hearted are satisfied

with less?  It is grace.  It is God’s initiative.  It is God working beneath the

surface.  It is God who works to make them to will and to work for his good

pleasure.  If you desire the things of God, you have not yourself to

congratulate but God to thank.  For those who are alive to God are those he

has brought to life from spiritual death.  What we could not do, he does by

his grace.  These are no more worthy than the ones whose hearts are dull,

but through the grace of God, stone hearts have been replaced with hearts

to beat for him.  It is as Paul says in Romans 9: God has mercy on whom he

will have mercy.  Undeserved and unmerited is what grace is.  If you

hunger for truth, thank God.  Praise God.  Glorify God.

3.  The positive use of the parables is selective.  It is gracious.  And third it

imparts knowledge.  Jesus explains, “To you it has been given to know the

secrets of the kingdom of heaven.”  In verses 34-35, Matthew explains that

Jesus’ use of the parables unfolds what was hidden from the foundation of

the world.

The “secrets of the kingdom” refers to things hidden or not clearly revealed

in the past which now are disclosed.  This revelation includes things hidden

from the foundation of the world–God’s purpose and God’s work in the

world, how he is saving a people for himself through the work of his Son

who is both Messiah and suffering servant, who is the seed of the woman

who crushes the serpent on the head.  These things God began to unfold

from the foundation of the world, but in Christ and through his teaching

they have become clear for those who will hear.  And it was becoming clear

that all the shadows find their fulfillment in Jesus himself.

4.  And the positive use of the parable leads to an abundance.  The

blessings of biblical truth for those who will listen will increase and increase. 

There is no end to the increase.  It will be abundant and overflowing. 

Those who immerse themselves in the scripture find that with every trip to

the word of God, the blessing increases.  How a heart is warmed when we

see something for the first time or see it fuller, deeper, and richer than we

saw it before!  There is an abundance.  Truth thrills the heart.  And the



more truth that is brought into the comprehension, the more joy there is to

be had.

5.  Finally, Jesus points to inexpressible privilege that is had by these who

hear him and see what he is talking about.  Look at verses 16-17.  “But

blessed are your eyes, for they see, and your ears for they hear.  For truly I

say to you, many prophets and righteous people longed to see what you

see, and did not see it, and to hear what you hear, and did not hear it.”

Jesus is pointing us to saints of the past who grasped the truths of the

kingdom only darkly.  They saw but dimly.  Peter tells us that the prophets

searched and inquired carefully the details being communicated through

them.  He says it was revealed to them that they were serving the ones

who would hear the good news in years to come.  This is the blessing Jesus

is talking about.  In the course of our everyday lives when we grumble and

complain about our circumstances, I wonder how much difference it would

make if we would just stop and consider how privileged we are.  We have

been given a clearer picture.  We have been blessed with incredible

revelation which in the grand scheme of things is a priceless treasure.

Now if this is you, you love the word, you seek God, why are you

discouraged?  Why do you live out as though life is a burden?  Why do you

find joy in distractions instead of soaking up in this glorious word and the

Lord of the word.  Think of John the Baptist, Moses, Abraham, Elijah, Isaiah. 

You and I are more privileged than them.  We need to be on our faces

praising God.  We need to be in his word feeding our souls and gorging on

the blessing he has given.  And therein is great blessing.  Here we come

face to face with the culmination of history.  It is Jesus.  He may not be

before us bodily as he was with those earliest disciples, but he is with us

and through the word we can see him clearly.

Conclusion

It really, really matters how we hear the word of God.  The word itself

comes as his winnowing fork to separate the wheat from the chaff.  How we

hear it reveals which we are.



In John 18:37 Jesus says, “For this purpose I was born and for this purpose

I have come into the word–to bear witness to the truth.  Everyone who is of

the truth listens to my voice.”  Are you listening to his voice this morning? 

Are you leaning not on your own understanding?  Are you in the crowds

who stand at a distance and hear the words, form your own ideas, and with

a dull heart move along to your own peril?  If you feel yourself to be among

them, I must point you to a word of hope.  In verse 15, Jesus said that if

the people would see and hear and understand and turn, he would heal

them.  This is what the gospel is all about.  It holds up Christ Jesus as the

remedy for our malady.  Our malady is our dull and deceitful heart.  Our

malady is the mountain of sins we have committed against God.  But Jesus

Christ is the answer to that malady.  He died in the place of sinners.  He

who knew no sin became sin in our behalf so that we might become the

righteousness of God in him.  What do you need to do?  Turn.  If people

would turn, he would hear!  Turn to him and trust him today.

Christ-following brothers and sisters, we ourselves have a tendency to

distraction.  There are season when we put on the headphones and close

our eyes for a time.  This morning’s text is a reminder to live our lives

before him asking, seeking, knocking, never satisfied always wanting more

of him and assured there will always be more to give so that we will revel in

the glory that he is.


