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Matthew 13:1-23 

Dr. Steven R. Cook 

 

That day Jesus went out of the house and was sitting by the sea. 2 And large crowds 

gathered to Him, so He got into a boat and sat down, and the whole crowd was standing 

on the beach. 3 And He spoke many things to them in parables, saying, “Behold, the 

sower went out to sow; 4 and as he sowed, some seeds fell beside the road, and the 

birds came and ate them up. 5 “Others fell on the rocky places, where they did not have 

much soil; and immediately they sprang up, because they had no depth of soil. 6 “But 

when the sun had risen, they were scorched; and because they had no root, they 

withered away. 7 “Others fell among the thorns, and the thorns came up and choked 

them out. 8 “And others fell on the good soil and yielded a crop, some a hundredfold, 

some sixty, and some thirty. 9 “He who has ears, let him hear.” 10 And the disciples 

came and said to Him, “Why do You speak to them in parables?” 11 Jesus answered 

them, “To you it has been granted to know the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven, 

but to them it has not been granted. 12 “For whoever has, to him more shall be given, 

and he will have an abundance; but whoever does not have, even what he has shall be 

taken away from him. 13 “Therefore I speak to them in parables; because while seeing 

they do not see, and while hearing they do not hear, nor do they understand. 14 “In their 

case the prophecy of Isaiah is being fulfilled, which says, ‘YOU WILL KEEP ON 

HEARING, BUT WILL NOT UNDERSTAND; YOU WILL KEEP ON SEEING, 

BUT WILL NOT PERCEIVE; 15 FOR THE HEART OF THIS PEOPLE HAS 

BECOME DULL, WITH THEIR EARS THEY SCARCELY HEAR, AND THEY 

HAVE CLOSED THEIR EYES, OTHERWISE THEY WOULD SEE WITH THEIR 

EYES, HEAR WITH THEIR EARS, AND UNDERSTAND WITH THEIR HEART 

AND RETURN, AND I WOULD HEAL THEM.’ 16 “But blessed are your eyes, 

because they see; and your ears, because they hear. 17 “For truly I say to you that many 

prophets and righteous men desired to see what you see, and did not see it, and to hear 

what you hear, and did not hear it. 18 “Hear then the parable of the sower. 19 “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. This is the one on whom seed was 

sown beside the road. 20 “The one on whom seed was sown on the rocky places, this 

is the man who hears the word and immediately receives it with joy; 21 yet he has no 

firm root in himself, but is only temporary, and when affliction or persecution arises 

because of the word, immediately he falls away. 22 “And the one on whom seed was 

sown among the thorns, this is the man who hears the word, and the worry of the world 

and the deceitfulness of wealth choke the word, and it becomes unfruitful. 23 “And the 

one on whom seed was sown on the good soil, this is the man who hears the word and 

understands it; who indeed bears fruit and brings forth, some a hundredfold, some 

sixty, and some thirty.” (Matt 13:1-23 NASB) 
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As we approach Matthew chapter thirteen and the subject of parables, it’s important to 

note that negative volition predominated among the majority in Israel. Many Jews 

engaged in a public smear campaign and accused Jesus of mental instability, saying, “He 

has lost His senses” (Mark 3:21), and others were saying, “He has a demon and is insane. 

Why do you listen to Him?” (John 10:20). Furthermore, they described Jesus as “a 

gluttonous man and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners!” (Matt 11:19). The 

Pharisees even accused Him of being in cahoots with Satan, saying, “This man casts out 

demons only by Beelzebul the ruler of the demons” (Matt 12:24). And even though Jesus 

“had performed so many signs before them, yet they were not believing in Him” (John 

12:37). Having heard and seen Jesus for three years, their hearts become hardened, and 

they had sinned away their day of grace. The tables were now turned. Jesus had already 

begun to reject them, and to “denounce the cities in which most of His miracles were 

done, because they did not repent” (Matt 11:20); and He described His hearers as “An 

evil and adulterous generation” (Matt 12:39). Later, Jesus will tell His generation, “the 

kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given to a people, producing the fruit 

of it” (Matt 21:43). God’s kingdom program will be postponed until a future generation 

will receive it. That will be the generation of Jewish believers who will accept Jesus as 

Messiah at His Second Coming, after the Tribulation.  

 

Concerning Matthew chapter thirteen, Stanley Toussaint states: 

 

The die is cast. The religious leaders have openly declared their opposition to their 

Messiah. The people of Israel are amazed at the power of Jesus and His speech, but 

they fail to recognize Him as their King. Not seeing the Messiahship of Jesus in His 

words and works, they have separated the fruit from the tree. Because of this 

opposition and spiritual apathy, the King adapts His teaching method and the 

doctrine concerning the coming of the kingdom to the situation.1 

 

Matthew continues his account of Jesus’ ministry in Israel, saying, “That day Jesus went 

out of the house and was sitting by the sea” (Matt 13:1). That day refers to the moment 

when Israel’s leadership and the majority of people rejected Him as their King. And Jesus 

went to the Sea of Galilee, “And large crowds gathered to Him, so He got into a boat and 

sat down, and the whole crowd was standing on the beach” (Matt 13:2). Here were large 

crowds of people who gathered to Jesus, and after getting into a boat and moving a short 

distance off the shore, He assumed a seated position, which was the customary position 

of a rabbi. Matthew then tells us: 

 
1 Stanley D. Toussaint, Behold the King, A Study of Matthew (Grand Rapids, Mich., Kregel 

Publications, 1980), 168. 
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And He spoke many things to them in parables, saying, “Behold, the sower went 

out to sow; 4 and as he sowed, some seeds fell beside the road, and the birds came 

and ate them up. 5 “Others fell on the rocky places, where they did not have much 

soil; and immediately they sprang up, because they had no depth of soil. 6 “But 

when the sun had risen, they were scorched; and because they had no root, they 

withered away. 7 “Others fell among the thorns, and the thorns came up and choked 

them out. 8 “And others fell on the good soil and yielded a crop, some a 

hundredfold, some sixty, and some thirty. (Matt 13:3-8) 

 

Jesus explains this parable to His disciples a little later, so I’ll suspend addressing it until 

then. For now, it’s important to realize that a shift in Jesus’ teaching style has occurred. 

The crowd that Jesus was speaking to had largely rejected Him as their King (Matt 11:16-

24), and though He continued to speak with them, He did so in parables. The word parable 

comes from the Greek word parabolh, parabole (para = beside + bole = to throw) which 

means to throw beside. A parable makes a comparison between a known truth and an 

unknown truth. And, a parable presents a single truth, so one should be careful not to try 

to mine it for information beyond the point given. Roy B. Zuck states: 

 

The word parable comes from the Greek para (“beside or alongside”) and ballein 

(“to throw”). Thus, the story is thrown alongside the truth to illustrate the truth. 

Hearers and readers, by sensing the comparison or analogy between the story and 

their own situation, are prodded to think. In interpreting parables we need to ask, 

What is the point of the story? What spiritual truth is being illustrated? What analogy 

is being made? Parables are sometimes unusual and startling, but never unlifelike or 

fictitious.2 

 

Jesus stated, “He who has ears, let him hear” (Matt 13:9). Talking and hearing are perhaps 

the most common ways thoughts are shared, and this was true at the time when the Bible 

was written. On several occasions Jesus said, “He who has ears to hear, let him hear” 

(Matt 11:15; 13:9, 43; Mark 4:9, 23; Luke 8:8; 14:35; Rev 2:7, 11, 17, 29; 3:6, 13, 22). 

Assuming normal development and birth, every person has physical ears to hear, which 

help to advance intellectual growth. “Let him hear” translates the Greek verb ἀκούω 

akouo, which refers to one’s capacity to receive and understand the verbal information 

provided by a communicator. The word also connotes attentive listening for the purpose 

of complying with a command. At times a parent, teacher, or supervisor will say, “Listen 

to me”, which really means, “Pay attention and understand what I’m saying.” The 

comment is often used when saying something important or issuing a command. Every 

instance of the verb ἀκούω akouo in the Gospels (and the book of Revelation) is in the 
 

2 Roy B. Zuck, Basic Bible Interpretation: A Practical Guide to Discovering Biblical Truth, ed. 

Craig Bubeck Sr. (Colorado Springs, CO: David C. Cook, 1991), 194. 
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imperative mood, which means Jesus is issuing a command to His hearers to pay attention 

and comply with His words. Of course, only those with positive volition will understand 

and obey.  

 

Noticing the shift in Jesus’ teaching, His “disciples came and said to Him, ‘Why do You 

speak to them in parables?’” (Matt 13:10). Concerning this verse, Roy B. Zuck comments: 

 

When the disciples asked Jesus why He spoke to the people in parables (Matt 13:10; 

Mark 4:10), He said that His parables had two purposes. One was to reveal truths 

to His followers and the other was to conceal truth from “those on the outside” 

(Mark 4:11). While these purposes may seem contradictory, the answer to this 

dilemma may lay in the nature of the hearers. Since the teachers of the Law (3:22) 

had already demonstrated their unbelief and rejection of Jesus, they revealed the 

hardened condition of their hearts. This made them unable to comprehend the 

meaning of His parables. Blinded by unbelief, they rejected Him, and so as He 

spoke in parables they normally would not comprehend their meaning. On the other 

hand His followers, open to Him and His truths, would understand the parables.3 

 

Jesus tells His disciples, “To you it has been granted to know the mysteries of the kingdom 

of heaven, but to them it has not been granted” (Matt 13:11). Here is divine prejudice and 

discrimination. Jesus is prejudiced (biased) in favor of His disciples who have positive 

volition toward Him and His teachings. And He discriminates in their favor by granting 

them the privilege of knowing the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven. But Jesus is 

prejudiced against those who have negative volition toward Him and His teaching, and 

He discriminates against them by hiding the message of the kingdom in parabolic form. 

Jesus is deliberately concealing truth from them. Stanley Toussaint states: 

 

He uses parables at this juncture for two purposes—to reveal truth and to conceal it. 

To the ones who accept Jesus the Messiah the truth and interpretation of the parables 

is revealed (Matthew 11:25-26; 13:11-16). On the other hand, to those who have 

hardened their hearts the truth is veiled by the parables (Matthew 11:25-26; 13:11-

15).4 

 

In every crowd, which included the one in front of Jesus, there might be people who were 

positive to Him and His message; therefore, He continued to teach to the masses, albeit 

in parables. Concerning Matthew 13:11, Thomas Constable adds: 

 

Jesus explained that He was teaching in parables because He wanted to give new 

revelation concerning the kingdom to His disciples but not to the multitudes. 
 

3 Ibid., 197. 
4 Stanley D. Toussaint, Behold the King, A Study of Matthew, 169. 
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Therefore, He presented this truth in a veiled way. The word “mysteries” (Gr. 

mysterion, secrets) comes from the Old Testament and the Hebrew word raz (Dan. 

2:18, 19, 27, 28, 29, 30, 47; 4:9). It refers to what God knows will happen in the 

future. “Mysteries” are divine plans for the future that He reveals to His elect. Paul 

defined a mystery in Colossians 1:26 where he wrote, “the mystery which has been 

hidden from the past ages and generations, but has now been manifested to His 

saints.”5 

 

To further demonstrate the issue of positive and negative volition, Jesus stated, “For 

whoever has, to him more shall be given, and he will have an abundance; but whoever 

does not have, even what he has shall be taken away from him” (Matt 13:12). The idea 

here is that the one who has positive volition toward Jesus and His message, he will 

receive more information about the kingdom of heaven, and this in abundance. However, 

the one possessed with negative volition toward Jesus and His teachings, even what 

knowledge he has about the kingdom will be taken from him. Concerning those with 

negative volition, Jesus further states, “Therefore, I speak to them in parables; because 

while seeing they do not see, and while hearing they do not hear, nor do they understand” 

(Matt 13:13). But what Jesus was doing was actually a fulfillment of prophecy from 

Isaiah. Jesus said: 

 

In their case the prophecy of Isaiah is being fulfilled, which says, “YOU WILL 

KEEP ON HEARING, BUT WILL NOT UNDERSTAND; YOU WILL KEEP ON 

SEEING, BUT WILL NOT PERCEIVE; 15 FOR THE HEART OF THIS PEOPLE 

HAS BECOME DULL, WITH THEIR EARS THEY SCARCELY HEAR, AND 

THEY HAVE CLOSED THEIR EYES, OTHERWISE THEY WOULD SEE 

WITH THEIR EYES, HEAR WITH THEIR EARS, AND UNDERSTAND WITH 

THEIR HEART AND RETURN, AND I WOULD HEAL THEM.” (Matt 13:14-

15) 

 

Isaiah, after seeing a theophany (Isa 6:1-7), responded positively to God’s call to preach 

in Israel (Isa 6:8a), as the prophet said, “Here am I. Send me!” (Isa 6:8b). However, God 

informed Isaiah that his preaching ministry would be met with negative volition. God told 

Isaiah, “Go, and tell this people: ‘keep on listening, but do not perceive; keep on looking, 

but do not understand. Render the hearts of this people insensitive, their ears dull, and 

their eyes dim, otherwise they might see with their eyes, hear with their ears, understand 

with their hearts, and return and be healed” (Isa 6:9-10). Isaiah, no doubt disturbed by 

the news from the Lord asked, “Lord, how long?” (Isa 6:11a). That is, how long must 

Isaiah preach to this recalcitrant audience? To which the Lord replied, “Until cities are 

devastated and without inhabitant, houses are without people and the land is utterly 
 

5 Tom Constable, Tom Constable’s Expository Notes on the Bible (Galaxie Software, 2003), Mt 

13:11. 
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desolate” (Isa 6:11b). God’s Word has a hardening effect on those who are negative to 

Him. Sometimes being called to preach is a form of divine judgment upon a nation. Noah 

preached for 120 years with little positive response (2 Pet 2:5), and then judgment 

followed. God told Jeremiah to preach to Judah, saying, “You shall speak all these words 

to them, but they will not listen to you; and you shall call to them, but they will not answer 

you” (Jer 7:27). And later, Jeremiah said to the leadership in Judah, “From the thirteenth 

year of Josiah the son of Amon, king of Judah, even to this day, these twenty-three years 

the word of the LORD has come to me, and I have spoken to you again and again, but 

you have not listened” (Jer 25:3). Noah, Isaiah, and Jeremiah were successful ministers, 

not because the people responded positively to their messages, but because they were 

faithful to the Lord. On many occasions God reveals Himself, both through general and 

special revelation. However, when people turn negative and “suppress the truth in 

unrighteousness” (Rom 1:18), God eventually turns them over to their sinful ways (Rom 

1:24, 26, 28). These are set free to sin; however, they are not free to ignore the 

consequences that follow. In grace, God will give them their way, for a while. But grace 

does not last forever, and there will come a time when He will administer justice to those 

who deserve it.  

 

Just as in the days of Isaiah, so Jesus preached to a recalcitrant audience who rejected 

Him and His offer of the kingdom.  Now, the early stages of judgment were upon them 

in the form of concealed truth. But it was concealed only to those who were negative. 

Jesus’ disciples were positive to Him and His teaching. Therefore, Jesus said, “But 

blessed are your eyes, because they see; and your ears, because they hear. For truly I say 

to you that many prophets and righteous men desired to see what you see, and did not see 

it, and to hear what you hear, and did not hear it” (Matt 13:16-17). What Jesus revealed 

in the parables would be a blessing to His disciples. In fact, many of the OT prophets and 

righteous men longed to see and hear what Jesus’ disciples were witnessing and learning, 

but they did not have the opportunity. And now, Jesus’ blessing came in the form of an 

explanation of the parable He’d previously spoken, saying, “Hear then the parable of the 

sower” (Matt 13:18). Jesus said: 

 

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. This is the one on 

whom seed was sown beside the road. 20 The one on whom seed was sown on the 

rocky places, this is the man who hears the word and immediately receives it with 

joy; 21 yet he has no firm root in himself, but is only temporary, and when affliction 

or persecution arises because of the word, immediately he falls away. 22 “And the 

one on whom seed was sown among the thorns, this is the man who hears the word, 

and the worry of the world and the deceitfulness of wealth choke the word, and it 

becomes unfruitful. 23 “And the one on whom seed was sown on the good soil, this 
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is the man who hears the word and understands it; who indeed bears fruit and brings 

forth, some a hundredfold, some sixty, and some thirty.” (Matt 13:19-23) 

 

In the parable of the sower and the seed, the sowers are the disciples and the seed is the 

Word of God. The soil refers to the hearts of men. The seed is always the same, but the 

hearts of men vary as they respond differently to the Word of God. Jesus describes three 

hearts that are negative and ultimately reject His message, and only one heart that is 

positive and receives it and bears fruit. The hard road saw no value at all in the Word of 

God and rejected it altogether. The rocky places rejoiced at the Word of God, but rejected 

it when persecution came. The thorny ground also received the Word of God, but rejected 

it over time because of worldly cares (i.e., troubles or riches) became more important than 

Scripture. The good ground welcomed the Word of God and prioritized learning and 

applying it to one’s life. As a result, the good ground gained the fruit of more knowledge. 

The seed sown pertains to knowledge about the kingdom of God; therefore, the fruit 

pertains to the same.  

 

Parable of the Sower and the Soil 
Soil of Men’s Hearts Results 

Hard Road, does not receive Word of God Word plucked away by Satan 

Rocky Places, receives Word of God with joy Plant withers away at persecution 

Thorny soil, receives Word of God Plant choked by worldly cares 

Good soil, receives Word of God Plant produces fruit 

 

Summary: 

 

The main point of this pericope is that Jesus changes His teaching style and starts using 

parables to hide truth about the kingdom from those who were negative to Him, and to 

reveal new truth about the kingdom to those who are positive to Him. The use of parables 

allowed Jesus to fulfill the prophecy of Isaiah 6:9-10 concerning the leadership and people 

of Israel who rejected Him (Matt 13:14-15).   

 

For believers, we are called to study the Word of God and to know it thoroughly (Psa 1:1-

3; 2 Tim 2:15). If obedient, this will bring about spiritual growth, stability, and a life 

marked by good works (Gal 6:10; Eph 2:10; 2 Tim 3:16-17). All of this assumes positive 

volition, for Jesus said, “If anyone is willing to do His will, he will know of the teaching, 

whether it is of God or whether I speak from Myself” (John 7:17).  
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The Lord’s Supper 

 

And when He had taken some bread and given thanks, He broke it and gave it to 

them, saying, “This is My body which is given for you; do this in remembrance of 

Me.” And in the same way He took the cup after they had eaten, saying, “This cup 

which is poured out for you is the new covenant in My blood.” (Luke 22:19-20) 

 

The Lord’s Supper is mentioned in the Gospels of Matthew (26:26-29), Mark 

(14:22-25), Luke (22:19-20), and by the apostle Paul in his letter to the Christians at 

Corinth (1 Cor 11:23-34). The Lord’s Supper is also called the Eucharist, from the Greek 

word εὐχαριστέω eucharisteo, which means to give thanks, which is what Christ did when 

He instituted this church ordinance (Luke 22:19). And, it is called Communion, from the 

Geek word κοινωνία koinonia, which means communion, fellowship, or sharing (1 Cor 

10:15-17), because it took place during a community meal where believers fellowshipped 

with each other during a time of Bible study and prayer (see Acts 2:42).  

 

The Lord’s Supper was instituted by Jesus on the night He and the disciples were 

celebrating the Passover meal on the night before His crucifixion. The Passover meal 

celebrated God’s deliverance from the final plague on Egypt as the Lord passed over the 

homes of those who had sacrificed an unblemished lamb and placed its blood on the 

doorpost and lintel (Ex 12:1-51). The flawless lamb foreshadowed the sinless humanity 

of Jesus who is “a lamb unblemished and spotless” (1 Pet 1:19), “the Lamb of God who 

takes away the sin of the world” (John 1:29). Jesus is “our Passover lamb” (1 Cor 5:7), 

and His death paid for our sins (Mark 10:45; Eph 1:7; Heb 9:22). Jesus’ death instituted 

the New Covenant which was given to Israel and will find its ultimate fulfillment in the 

future millennial kingdom. Because Christ inaugurated the New Covenant, some of the 

spiritual blessings associated with it are available to Christians today; specifically, 

forgiveness of sins (Jer 31:34; Matt 26:28; Heb 10:17) and the indwelling Holy Spirit 

(Ezek 36:26-27; 37:14; 1 Cor 3:16; 6:19). 

 

The elements of the Lord’s Supper include unleavened bread and red juice. The 

unleavened bread symbolizes the sinless person of Jesus who “gave Himself up for us, an 

offering and a sacrifice to God as a fragrant aroma” (Eph 5:2). The red juice symbolizes 

the “blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for forgiveness of sins” (Matt 

26:28). When Christians partake of the unleavened bread and red juice, we are 

recognizing our relationship with God through the life and death of Christ. Just as we are 

nourished bodily by physical food, so we are nourished spiritually by the life and shed 

blood of Jesus who died in our place. Eating the bread and drinking the red juice is a 

picture of the believer receiving the benefits that have been provided by the life and death 

of Jesus. There is a vertical and horizontal aspect to the Lord’s Supper. The vertical aspect 

indicates one is in a right relationship with God through faith in Jesus, for the Lord’s 
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Supper has meaning only to the one who has trusted Christ as Savior and received 

forgiveness of sins and eternal life (John 3:16; 10:28; Eph 1:7). The horizontal aspect of 

the Lord’s Supper indicates one is walking in selfless-love towards other Christians (1 

Cor 10:15-17; 11:17-34), for it is a picture of the love and selflessness of Christ who gave 

His life for others. It is a sin to partake of the Lord’s Supper while behaving selfishly 

toward other believers, and God will punish those who do so (1 Cor 11:27-30). Paul 

instructed the Christians at Corinth to partake of the Lord’s Supper retrospectively by 

looking back at the sacrificial life and death of Christ (1 Cor 11:23-25), prospectively by 

looking forward to Jesus’ return (1 Cor 11:26), and introspectively by examining their 

attitudes and actions (1 Cor 11:27-32). A proper understanding of the Lord’s Supper will 

lead to unselfish love towards others (1 Cor 11:33-34a).   

 

For I received from the Lord that which I also delivered to you, that the Lord Jesus 

in the night in which He was betrayed took bread; 24 and when He had given thanks, 

He broke it and said, “This is My body, which is for you; do this in remembrance 

of Me.” 25 In the same way He took the cup also after supper, saying, “This cup is 

the new covenant in My blood; do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of 

Me.” (1 Cor 11:23-25) 

 


