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Whoever has ears, let them hear
Matthew 13:1-9, 18-23

Translated by: Elder Loh Han Tong

There is an ancient Chinese Proverb which says, “a scholar need not go out of his house to know
what is happening in the world.”

For modern times, it is true when you have a mobile phone.

This is particularly so at this pandemic time. Though we are confined to our homes, we can still
work study, have meetings, conduct business etc. Without stepping out of the house, without
going to the wet market or supermarket, we can get to enjoy hawker food or even restaurant
food delivered to us by ordering on the internet. This is an era of information explosion. What do
you wish to hear, to see, to do or to learn? All sorts of knowledge and answers to difficult problems
can be found to help us understand. In these times, the internet is full of dazzling spiritual
materials; Christians can hear all sorts of famous sermons by renowned speakers and broadcasts
from different churches and attend theology classes by teachers from theological college. It is
enriching and satisfying to hear different exegesis of the scriptures. But | want to ask you a
guestion: you get many answers but what do you hear and what is your response?

Today’s scripture is from the most famous speaker, Jesus himself. He told a parable of the sower.
This parable is to explain what was written in passages above this: that Jesus said to his mother
and his brother who came to look for him, “ For whoever does the will of my Father in heaven is
my brother and sister and mother.” (Matthew 12:50). We can’t become Jesus’ siblings through
blood relations but we can learn and become his disciples and even become his siblings.

Parables are a means that Jesus used to teach his disciples. He especially used parables to teach
the disciples to discern how the kingdom of heaven is established. And the disciples have to learn
to live according to what is revealed by the parables about the kingdom of heaven.

Jesus took the topic of farming which is familiar to his audience. In Palestine, a sower would put
a bag of seeds on his shoulder and scatters the seeds row by row along the way. When he
scattered the seeds, he would take a rake to turn over the earth to cover the seeds, so that the
seeds would be buried in the ground. But this does not always happen. Jesus said some seeds will
fall by the side, some will fall on the rocky places, some will be amongst thorns and some will fall
on good soil.

In the first scenario, the seeds fell along the path, and had no opportunity to be covered by the
soil. They easily fell prey to birds which came and ate them. It is important for the seeds to be
buried in the soil, because the soil provides nourishments for the seeds to grow.

In the second scenario, the seeds fell amongst the rocks and though they would sprout. But when
the sun came up, the plants were scorched, and they withered because they had no root. The



heat from the rocks allowed the seeds to germinate quickly, but once the sun came out, they
withered and died.

In the third scenario, the seeds fell among the thorns. The thorns are will vegetation, and the
farmer would cut them for fuel. The farmer would not pull out the thorns by the roots, so the
seeds would grow up together with the thorns but would be choked by the thorns.

The fourth type of seeds fell on good soil, which is deep and clean. Through careful cultivation,
these seeds on good soil produce a bountiful crop.

Really, what is Jesus trying to express? Although his audience would be familiar regarding the
sowing of seeds, but the significance may be lost to them. Did the audience understand? Jesus
added a phrase at the end, “Whoever has ears, let them hear”. This is a phrase often used by the
Jews to draw attention to what was just said.

It is taken for granted that those who have normal hearing, will be able to hear. Yet Jesus had his
reservation and said, “Whoever has ears, let them hear”. As though those had ears may not hear
or understand. This phrase is often used by the old testament prophets to pronounce God’s
judgement, when God’s people did not listen to the warnings of Yahweh. So the disciples came to
Jesus to ask him why did he speak to them in parables.

Jesus explain in Verses 10-17 that the parables served two purposes.

One, He said clearly that “the knowledge of the secrets of the kingdom of heaven has been
given to you, but not to them.” Jesus used the parable of the Sower to help his disciples to
discern what they have received. They were called to be his disciples, and through this, would
receive the secrets of the kingdom of heaven. Actually, these secrets are open to everyone, but
only those who respond to Jesus can understand the secrets. The disciples are those who
responded to Jesus’ calling.

Two, “But not to them”, refers to the crowd. Does that conflict with “Whoever has ears, let them
hear” in verses 97 If Jesus used parables because he didn’t want the them to understand, why did
he say, "Whoever has ears, let them hear?”

Jesus did not use parables to conceal the secrets, rather it is to reveal them. Jesus referred to
what the prophet Isaiah said to the Israelite people, “‘Be ever hearing, but never understanding;
be ever seeing, but never perceiving.” This was because the hearts of the people were hard, and
their eyes were blind and they didn’t want to see and to hear. So Jesus used things around their
lives as illustrations to open their eyes. And so after he gave the parable, he said, “Whoever has
ears, let them hear?” His purpose in using parables is to entice those hardened hearts who
opposed him to understand the secrets of the kingdom of heaven, because the secrets are open
to those who have ears to hear. But they needed to make a response.

Next, Jesus turned to his disciples to explain the parables and he used pronouns meaning that the
seeds are people.

19 When anyone hears the message about the kingdom and does not understand it, the evil
one comes and snatches away what was sown in their heart. This is the seed sown along the
path. 2° The seed falling on rocky ground refers to someone who hears the word and at once
receives it with joy. 21 But since they have no root, they last only a short time. When trouble or



persecution comes because of the word, they quickly fall away. % The seed falling among the
thorns refers to someone who hears the word, but the worries of this life and the deceitfulness of
wealth choke the word, making it unfruitful. 23 But the seed falling on good soil refers to someone
who hears the word and understands it. This is the one who produces a crop, yielding a hundred,
sixty or thirty times what was sown.”

In his explanation, the seeds referred to the response of people after they have heard the
message about the kingdom. Some bore fruits, some did not.

The first type fell along the path. These are the ones who heard the message about the kingdom
of heaven but did not understand. This sort of people are the most vulnerable to the Evil One,
and are easily snatched away. The gospel of the kingdom does not live in their hearts and they
have no chance to bear fruits.

The second type fell on rocky places. These people hear and receive the gospel with joy. But. when
they are persecuted or laughed at for their beliefs in Jesus, or because it takes love and
perseverance to believe in Jesus, they will fall away or give up.

There was a family whose son after he had believed in the Lord, brought his two younger brothers
and one younger sister to church. When they got home, their father would be waiting for them in
the living room to give them a tongue lashing. One of the sons due to the scoldings they had to
endure, gave up and stopped going to church. But the other two children would continue to sneak
off to church and be prepared to get a scolding when they returned. In the end, the eldest brother
who was the first to believe became a pastor, another brother became an elder of the church and
the sister became a preacher. But the child who gave up going to church became the one regret
that the father had to take with him to heaven, because in the end, the father also became a
believer. The brothers and sisters have to continue to bear the burden of leading their brother to
Christ. The siblings were persecuted for their faith, but they clung on tightly to God’s word in
their hearts and let God’s word grew in their life.

The third type fell among the thorns. But their hearts are filled with the worries of this world and
the seduction of wealth. These bound them and suffocate them and they couldn’t apply what
they have heard.

These three types faced pressures from the evil one, from the spiritual world, from the external
environment or from their own internal desires or thoughts. But they all have a common point:
what they hear is not enough to overcome the circumstances they faced. Are we also being bound
by pressures from spiritual disturbances, from external persecutions or in our inner desires? What
is the root cause why the gospel of the kingdom is unable to exert its influence?

The fourth type fell on good soil. These are the people who heard, understood and bore fruits, a
hundred fold, sixty fold and thirty fold. The characteristics of these on the good soil is that they
heard and understood. In the process of understanding, when the trials of life come to destroy or
snatch away, they are able to overcome the obstacles of the earlier three types and bear fruits
multiple fold.



To continue the story that | told you earlier, The brave children who endure the scoldings from
their father were eventually able to bring their father to Christ. And the father after he had
believed also experienced spiritual disturbances, external persecutions and internal struggles.
On one occasion, when he was the daughter’s house, the son in law who was a pastor was leading
bible study at home. And as they were making the closing prayer, one of the participants fell to
the ground foaming in his mouth. The pastor knew what was happening and started praying to
exorcise the demon. Because of the loud commotion, the father who was sleeping came out to
see what was happening. What he saw astounded him., because he was originally an atheist who
did not believed in demons. This experience caused him to ponder what sort of God he believed
in. He came to a conclusion. “The one within is greater than the one without.” He heard it and he
understood it. And God’s word germinated in his heart, took root and bore fruits. Later he did
something that highly impacted the family. He had not been on speaking terms with his own sister
for 60 years. On his 80" birthday, he went to the sister’s house to invite her to celebrate his
birthday. In the witness of the family ,he made peace with her. He also drew the whole family
together again. Each year, the family would have a gathering and it is a 5 generation gathering
with 60 family members and he led the Christians in the family to continue to witness for Christ.

Conclusion:
We have all heard the gospel of the kingdom of heaven. The seeds are sown in our hearts., The
guestion is: how have we used what we have heard to live our lives.

We are often disturbed by unexpected interruptions, that needed our attention. At such a time,
we can treat the cultivation of the soil, that is our spiritual growth and ministry as secondary, If
we are not careful, these important things such as scripture reading, prayer, meditation on God’s
word, church service etc. will be eradicated from our daily lives. The warning that Jesus gave in
this parable is still applicable to us today. God’s word has the power to bear fruits, if we hold fast
to it, treat it as of primary importance and then we can overcome troubles, temptations,
persecutions, and bear fruits from the seeds.

Last week, we celebrated our Church’s 86" anniversary. Her history was built up by so many
families’ just like the one that | just told you about. Right up to today, countless brothers and
sisters and countless families in Chen Li continue to serve faithfully and committedly, not just in
the church but extending to the community and overseas as well. Isn’t this bearing fruits multiple
folds? And in the process, brothers and sisters bravely face challenges, whether external or
internal, to let God’s word take root in their hearts. And if our brother or sister are weak, we have
to walk the path with them. We ourselves may also be struggling and be in moments of
weakness.Today’s passage reminds us that the Lord Jesus scatter us in this age. He shows us wars,
spiritual persecutions and our inner selfish desires, He wants us to be buried in him, to stay close
to him each day. He will ceaselessly supply our nourishment, to make us strong to bear fruits, 30
fold, 60 fold, 100 fold. Jesus declared, “Whoever has ears, let them hear”.



