
Distress (v. 21)—A general term 
for suffering; Tribulation that is 
evoked from the outside. 

Persecution (v. 22)–
Deliberately inflicted, usually 
because of a religious motive.

Falls Away (v. 21)–Literally 
means “tripped up;” a collapsing 
because of intense pressure.

S E S S I O N  6

THE POINT:
SHARE CHRIST IN 
ALL SITUATIONS, BUT 
LE AV E THE RE SULTS 
TO GOD.

M AT T H E W  13 : 3 - 8 ,18 - 2 3

3 Then he told them many things in parables, saying: “Consider 
the sower who went out to sow. 4 As he sowed, some seed fell 
along the path, and the birds came and devoured them. 5 Other 
seed fell on rocky ground where it didn’t have much soil, and it 
grew up quickly since the soil wasn’t deep. 6 But when the sun 
came up, it was scorched, and since it had no root, it withered 
away. 7 Other seed fell among thorns, and the thorns came 
up and choked it. 8 Still other seed fell on good ground and 
produced fruit: some a hundred, some sixty, and some thirty 
times what was sown. 
...................................
18 “So listen to the parable of the sower: 
19 When anyone hears the word about the kingdom and doesn’t 
understand it, the evil one comes and snatches away what was 
sown in his heart. This is the one sown along the path. 20 And 
the one sown on rocky ground—this is one who hears the word 
and immediately receives it with joy. 21 But he has no root and is 
short-lived. When distress or persecution comes because of the 
word, immediately he falls away. 
...................................
22 Now the one sown among the thorns—this is one who hears 
the word, but the worries of this age and the deceitfulness of 
wealth choke the word, and it becomes unfruitful. 23 But the 
one sown on the good ground—this is one who hears and 
understands the word, who does produce fruit and yields: 
some a hundred, some sixty, some thirty times what was 
sown.”

TRUST GOD TO 
WORK
Leader pages on pp. 156-159

M E M O R Y  V E R S E
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WHAT’S THE SIGNIFICANCE OF 
LEAVING THE RESULTS TO GOD?

Bucket lists. Lists of activities or tasks people 
want to complete before they die. Books and 
blogs abound with ideas: The 100 places to 
visit before you die. The 100 books to read 
before you die. The 100 movies ... and on 
it goes. Some people create a list as a fun 
escape, and others take it quite seriously. 

Most people do not complete their bucket lists—
unless the list consists of only “low hanging 
fruit,” those things that are easy to grab on to 
and do. Whether people complete their full list 
or not, they should be commended for trying.

One thing should be on the bucket list of every 
follower of Christ: lead others to faith in Jesus 
Christ. That’s a task that not only has impact on 
this life “before you die,” but it impacts eternity. 
Unfortunately, although we may do the task, 
we don’t always complete it. In other ways, just 
because we share our faith doesn’t mean the 
person will accept Christ. Matthew 13 helps 
us see that the full completion of that task is 
something we leave in the hands of God, who 
can make that transformation complete.

Share Christ Wherever You Are 
// Matthew 13:3-8

It’s hard for a Western audience to understand 
why Jesus chose to teach important things 
using parables rather than by just coming 
out and explaining what He meant. People 
today might call His parables cryptic or 
intentionally tricky—but the people of Jesus’ 
time and area were familiar with the way He 
was communicating. The modern Western 
mind thinks in terms of lists and logic, but the 
Jewish mind at that time thought in images and 
examples. Parables didn’t bury the truth; the 
principle in a parable was “hiding in plain sight.” 

When we study any of Jesus’ parables, keep 
four things in mind: 

• A parable is a story with a plot.

• A parable refers to a real-life scenario that 
would have been familiar to Jesus’ audience.

• A parable is for the purpose of instruction, 
not entertainment. 
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T H E  P O I N T :  Share chriSt in all SituationS, but leave the reSultS to god.

• A parable teaches one truth. It is not an allegory with many 
truths hidden inside of it. 

In this particular parable, Jesus used the illustration of seeds 
and soil with each type representing people and how they 
receive the message of truth. We will see in the next section 
how the different soils represent different responses to the 
gospel, but for the moment, let’s focus on what the sower did: 
he spread the seed. He didn’t judge the soils beforehand; he 
freely and liberally spread the seed. 

Jesus is certainly the model sower! He took advantage of every 
opportunity before Him. He had one-on-one conversations 
with both religious leaders like Nicodemus (John 3:1-21) and 
despised sinners like the unnamed Samaritan woman (John 
4:1-26). Of course, Jesus had many moments like we see 
in Matthew 13 where He spoke to a crowd. Many times, the 
crowds came to Him for healing (Matt. 12:15) or to be fed 
(John 6:26), but whatever their motivation, Jesus used the 
opportunity to be a sower and teach.

Jesus provided a model for us to follow. We can seize the 
opportunities before us to be proactive and intentional in how 
and when we share. Our proactive attitude includes prayer. 
Wherever we are, we should daily pray and expect God to 
provide opportunities for us to be His messengers. Though 
we cannot control others’ response to the gospel, our chief 
concern and motivation should be for them to hear the gospel. 

HOW EFFECTIVE DO YOU FEEL AS A SOW-

ER OF THE GOSPEL MESSAGE? WHY?

Not Everyone Will Be Transformed // 

Matthew 13:18-22

As believers, we would hope when we share the message, 
everyone who hears would willingly accept and submit to 
it. Just as much as that should be our hope, it is even more 
so God’s desire. Unfortunately, not everyone we share 
the message with will readily receive it. Nevertheless, we 
should never give up on sharing the message of hope. Jesus 
didn’t. God counts on us to sow the seed regardless of the 
hearer’s response.

DIGGING DEEPER
PARABLES OF CHRIST

The term parable comes from 
a Greek word (parabole) that 
describes comparing two things 
by putting them alongside each 
other to communicate a new idea. 
Parables use all the elements of 
a story to emphasize one primary 
teaching point. The story could 
obscure the true meaning from 
those who didn’t pay attention. 
Many of the parables of Jesus 
grew out of the conflict situations 
when Jesus answered His religious 
critics. These answering parables, 
usually for Pharisees and sinners 
simultaneously, expose and 
extol. Jesus exposed the self-
righteousness of His critics and 
extolled the kingdom of God. In 
His most famous parable, Jesus 
extolled the forgiving love of the 
father and exposed the hostile 
criticism of the unforgiving elder 
brother (Luke 15:11-32).

What parable of Jesus 
has helped to deepen 
your understanding of a 
biblical truth?
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HOW DO YOU TYPICALLY RESPOND 

WHEN A PERSON IS NOT RECEPTIVE 

TO HEARING THE GOSPEL?

In Jesus’ parable, the different soils represent 
the different ways people respond to the gospel 
and biblical truth.

• Hard Soil. The first soil represents the 
hearers of the Word who have hardened 
hearts. Just as a seed cannot penetrate 
hardened soil, when seeds of truth hit a 
hardened heart, they bounce right off, never 
taking root. To the hardened heart, Satan 
comes ready to snatch away the message 
using doubt, mistrust, and division.  

• Rocky soil. This soil lets seeds get in and 
be warmed by the sun, but when the plant’s 
roots meet bedrock, there’s nowhere for 
them to go. The first hint of foul weather 
causes them to wither. The people whose 
hearts are represented by the shallow soil 
hear God’s Word and “immediately receive 
it with joy,” (v. 17), but they shoot up too fast 
to withstand the first sign of trouble. It’s just 
a superficial acceptance and belief. 

• Thorn-infested soil. Some seeds cast 
by the farmer begin to take root. They may 

look healthy for a while, but then thorns 
grow up and choke them out. Jesus used 
this soil to describe those who hear His 
word, but instead of letting that Word take 
hold in their lives, they let other things steal 
their focus: “the worries of this age and the 
deceitfulness of wealth choke the word, and 
it becomes unfruitful” (v. 19).   

Though God gave His only Son because of His 
love for the world, the world does not always 
reciprocate that love. Too many people fall 
prey to the enemy, give up when hardship hits, 
or become distracted by the wrong things. 
So what can we do? We pray—and we keep 
on sowing. 

Accept Christ for Abundant Life 
// Matthew 13:23

The fourth type of soil represents true disciples 
who receive the message, accept it, grow in it 
and lead others to grow in it. Ultimately, when 
we share the message, our desire is for all we 
share with to be fertile soil! When the truth of 
the gospel lands on this soil, it produces an 
abundance of fruit. The good soil is prime for 
discipleship, growing in Christ, and reflecting 
Him to others. 
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T H E  P O I N T :  Share chriSt in all SituationS, but leave the reSultS to god.

•  Grow. If you’ve been distracted or challenged in your walk with Christ, renew your commitment to 
Him. Ask God to work in your life, making you into the “good soil” that produces fruit for Him.

•  Share. Identify opportunities God gives you during the week to “sow seeds” in the lives of others. 
Pray for boldness and take advantage of the opportunities God places in front of you.

•  Care. As you share Christ, “work the soil.” Do more than speak words; show care and concern. Invest 
time in a person’s life and let God use your words and actions to prepare the soil.

LIVE IT
What will you do to sow the seed of the gospel? 
Christians who have a bucket list should include one important thing to do: lead others to faith in Christ. 
That’s a task that not only has impact on this life “before you die,” but it impacts eternity. However, just 
because we share our faith doesn’t mean the person will accept Christ. We have to trust God to produce a 
harvest of those willing to hear His message. We must be willing to: 

Up to this point, those in the crowd readily 
would have understood Jesus’ references to 
the sower, seed, and soils. But now Jesus 
added something highly unusual: the harvest. 
Considering the condition of the soil in 
Palestine and the way they sowed the seed, 
farmers typically expected a ten-fold return in 
their crops at best. It’s more likely they only 
harvested seven or eight times the amount of 
seed sown. But Jesus took them far beyond the 
ten-fold result of a really good planting season. 
When God’s Word takes root in a person’s life, 
He declared, it produces fruit that increases 
“thirty, sixty, and a hundred times.”

We are not responsible for the response of 
the hearer. That person’s acceptance of the 
truth will be based upon how open they are to 
receive God’s message and surrender their 
lives to Him. As His messengers—the sowers—
we do not cause transformation; only God 
does. Nonetheless what we do has value for 
those who are lost, because we are catalysts 
for transformation.

HOW CAN TRUSTING GOD WITH THE RESULTS 

IMPACT YOUR ATTITUDE TOWARD EVANGELISM?

DID YOU KNOW?

Jesus is considered by many Christian 
educators to be a Master Teacher. His 
teaching strategies have been used not 
only in Bible study settings but in secular 
teaching environments as well. Jesus knew 
how to teach to make the truth of God’s 
kingdom clearer. Horace Tate’s teaching 
is reminiscent of Jesus’ teaching. He was 
an acclaimed African-American Georgia 
classroom teacher and principal, who was 
a master at what he did for education. His 
outreach to black educators in the black 
community lead to black teachers’ secret 
and skillful organizing to demand equality 
and justice for African-American children in 
Southern schools. They courageously laid 
the groundwork for 1954’s Brown v. Board 
of Education when the U.S. Supreme Court 
ruled that state-sanctioned segregation 
of public schools was a violation of the 
14th amendment and was therefore 
unconstitutional. Horace Tate led in the fight 
to protect the interest of black children.26

How can God use what you have mastered 
to impact His kingdom? 
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1.  WHO DO YOU TRUST? // 
PSALM 9:10

Most of us have probably trusted in something 
other than God at some point in our lives. While 
most of us may not worship idols, we do put our 
trust in wealth, power, control, fame, and so forth. 
However, there is nothing in this world that can help 
us in our hour of need, except God Himself. Is there 
something you are trusting in to give you peace, 
a feeling of security, like a job or money? Are you 
praying for or depending on your own efforts to save 
and help lost friends?
Put your trust in God through His Son, Jesus. 
Only God can be trusted with our lives.

2.  FINDING TRUST //  
PSALM 112:7

Trust is not something that is easily done. 
Sometimes when you have labored or have been 
in control of something, trusting it to someone else 
means letting go. Letting go requires we refocus 
away from something that may have meant a lot. But 
there are times when it’s easier to trust. For example, 
we can trust when something good is happening 
to us. How about finding that job you have always 
wanted? We as believers find it sometimes difficult 
to trust God, despite all the wonderful promises He 
has made in His Word. Can you see the foolishness 
of doubting God? It’s foolish because no matter 
what is going on in our lives, God is right there with 
us. We may not be able to depend on others, but we 
can certainly depend on God. 
God is a Promise-Keeper. Nothing can stop 
Him from keeping His Word.

3.  STAND IN THE GAP // 
EZEKIEL 22: 30

Israel’s leaders had become unjust, the prophets 
lied, and the priests desecrated the holy things and 
the Sabbath. The people oppressed the poor and 
needy and denied justice to foreigners. God was 
looking for someone to stand in the gap, to plead for 
the people, but He found no one. People who follow 

Christ are to be mediators and stand in the gap for 
the lost. We are to pray for them and go to those for 
whom there are no opportunities to hear the gospel. 
Who has stood in the gap for you? Give thanks to 
God for them. And who can you stand in the gap for 
through prayer?
Remember there are many people in the world 
who need a Savior. Stand in the gap for those 
who have no one else.

4.  COMMONERS IN CHRIST // 
1 CORINTHIANS 12:13

The apostle Paul wrote to Christians in Corinth who 
were divided over many issues. Some claimed that 
others who did not display certain gifts did not have 
God’s Spirit. In correcting them, Paul emphasized 
things that unify believers. He used the word “one” 
six times in verses 12-13. Note he said, “One Spirit.” 
The Spirit was common to all believers. Despite our 
differences, as Christians there are many things we 
have in common. We should focus on these as we 
seek to build up Christ’s body and glorify God.
We can be one because of Christ. His Spirit 
unites us.

5.  ALL TOGETHER //  
1 CORINTHIANS 12:26

Most of us know the meaning of sympathy. 
The basic meaning is feeling for someone or 
understanding the struggle or pain someone is 
going through. But empathy is different. Empathy 
means feeling with someone, in a sense of sharing 
the person’s pain or difficulty. Most of us have felt 
empathy in some form or fashion. It is a necessary 
emotion for thriving relationships. Today’s verse 
describes the empathy that takes place among 
believers. In the body of Christ the different 
members empathize with each other, sharing in 
the bad times and rejoicing in the good times. This 
mutual concern strengthens us and glorifies God.
In your relationships with others, use empathy 
to express your love and concern.

DAILY READINGS
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Who Are the Sinners?
BY  S T E V E  B O OT H

When Christians today mention the word “sinners,” what first comes to mind might very 
well be that famous sermon Jonathan Edwards preached in 1741, “Sinners in the Hands of an 
Angry God.” The word in English has a harsh tone and may even be avoided as offensive in 
some churches and ministries. But who were the “sinners” in Jesus’ day, and how was the 
word used in that culture and context?

“Sinners” in Biblical Tradition
The Old Testament contrasts the sinner, who lived his life in opposition to the will of God, 
with the righteous person, who loved God’s law and sought to live accordingly. Psalm 1 
illustrates this well, where “sinner” is in parallel with “the wicked” and is contrasted with 
“the righteous” (vv. 1,5,6). 

In later Judaism, “sinner” became a technical term for the Gentile by virtue of the fact that 
he was not a Jew and failed to regulate his life according to the law.1 In Jesus’ day the word 
“sinner” was not restricted to describing Gentiles only, but had a wide range of meanings. A 
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“sinner” could be one who committed a trespass 
or transgression or who was disobedient 
or unrighteous. A sin could be described as 
“impiety,” “wickedness,” “evil,” or “a debt.” The 
general view among Jews and Christians in the 
biblical period was that everyone has sinned in 
the sense of having committed “a sin at some 
time or other.”2 Thus any one of our mug shots 
could be used as Exhibit A to illustrate this word 
study! But in terms of the Old Testament, the 
sinner and the righteous were considered polar 
opposites. The average Jew probably considered 
himself to fall somewhere in between the two. 

“Sinners” in the Gospels 
When the Gospels used the word “sinner,” the 
term would have taken on a narrower or more 
specific connotation. Of the 47 occurrences of 
the Greek word for “sinner” (hamartolos, Greek: 
aJmartwloı) in the New Testament, 33 are in 
the Gospels. Luke has the most occurrences 
(18) found in 10 stories, 8 of which are unique 
to Luke.3 Mark’s 6 occurrences are also found 
either in Matthew, Luke, or both.4 Likewise the 
5 occurrences in Matthew are not unique to the 
first Gospel, but are in those parts of Matthew 
that overlap Mark and Luke.5 John’s Gospel has 
the least number of occurrences of hamartolos, 
and they all occur in the story of Jesus’ healing 
the man born blind.6

“Sinners” According to the Pharisees
Since the idea of “sinner” is somewhat relative, 
we should see who is calling whom a sinner 
in the Gospel accounts. The Pharisees had 
the broadest use for “sinner.” They relegated 
to this category anyone who did not keep the 
Jewish law as rigorously as they did. This 
included uneducated common people who were 
likely ignorant of the law, or at least its proper 
interpretation and application. So “sinners” from 
the pharisaical perspective included not only the 
Gentiles, but fellow Jews as well, those who were 
lax in following the minutia of oral law alongside 
the regulations in Scripture (Mark 7:1-5; Matt. 
15:1-2,12). In addition, the religious elite may 
have used “sinners” to describe people engaged 
in despised trades. The tag name “friend of tax 
collectors and sinners” has a ring of contempt 
when voiced by Jesus’ enemies to describe those 

with whom He freely socialized (11:19). This 
judgment to group tax collectors with sinners 
was likely shared by all the people who suffered 
under the burden of the tax system. 7 Other 
“occupations” were also included in the sinner 
category—as we see prostitutes linked with tax 
collectors in Matthew 21:31. People who worked 
in trades that led to immorality or dishonesty 
were generally considered “sinners.” And this 
was likely a widespread opinion that many 
Jewish people of Jesus’ day held. 8

Jesus and “Sinners”
To the amazement of some, these “sinners” were 
the very people Jesus was drawn to and the 
ones who were drawn to Him! The Pharisees 
naturally accused Jesus of being guilty by 
association. How could He possibly remain 
ritually pure while being in such close proximity 
to those everyone agreed were sinners? Many 
people likely took offense that Jesus even called 
one of these “sinners” to be His disciple—a tax 
collector (9:9-12)! The dinner with tax collectors 
and other sinners was equally repugnant to the 
more religiously restrictive (vv. 10-11). We get 
the sense, though, that Jesus wore the name tag 
“friend of sinners” as a badge of honor. For the 
religious elite in Jesus’ day, “sinners” included 
those they determined stood under God’s 
judgment: for example, the physically disabled 
and handicapped, or people suffering from a 
variety of diseases. Yet Jesus called to Himself 
all who were weary and burdened—the forsaken, 
rejected, and disenfranchised.

The general view among 
Jews and Christians in the 
biblical period was that 
everyone has sinned in the 
sense of having committed 
a sin at some time or other.

Jesus offered full salvation to those people the 
Pharisees considered unworthy. He explained 
that the sick needed a doctor, not those who 
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were well (vv. 12-13). He came for the purpose 
of calling the most sinful classes of people to 
Himself. Yes, these were sinful individuals and 
they knew it; and they recognized their need for 
a Savior (Luke 18:13; 15:21).

Sinners According to Jesus
Herein lies another of the great ironies of Jesus’ 
interchange with the Pharisees. The self-
diagnosed Pharisees thought they were healthy 
and in no need of a doctor (compare John 
9:39-41). To these self-deluded religious leaders 
Jesus delivered His most scathing critique. 
He called them “hypocrites,” “blind guides,” 
“whitewashed tombs,” and “brood of vipers!” 
(Matt. 23:13,16,27,33).

They may have looked like clean cups on the 
outside, but inside they were “full of greed and 
self-indulgence!” (v. 25). They were barred from 
entering the kingdom of God, while those they 
called “sinners” took their places (21:31-32). 

Jesus used “sinners” to describe another related 
group. In Matthew 26:45, Jesus announced 
He was about to be betrayed into the hands 
of sinners (Mark 14:41). This mob came at 
the bidding of the chief priests, scribes, and 
elders (see v. 43). Jesus considered them to be 
sinners because they opposed God’s work as 
demonstrated in Christ’s life and ministry. 9 This 
is similar to Jesus’ description of the “adulterous 
and sinful generation” that rejected God’s offer of 
salvation (8:38; compare Matt. 11:20-24). 

Christ calls each of us to 
repent and turn from our 
sinful deeds. 

For Jesus, “sinner” was not defined by lack of 
adherence to religious practices, but described 
anyone who was opposed to the will and work of 
God. Regardless of a person’s background, once 
he or she repented and made a commitment to 
follow, that individual became Jesus’ disciple. No 
one was out of reach of God’s mercy. Though this 
was a threat to the foundation and way of life of 

sectarian Jews, “it was at the heart of the gospel 
[Jesus] came announcing.” 10 Jonathan Edwards 
was right to point out that only because of God’s 
mercy have we not already been cast into the 
lake of fire to be punished for our sinfulness. 
Christ calls each of us to repent and turn from 
our sinful deeds. And amazingly enough, He 
stands ready to receive all who cry out to 
Him in faith regardless of their background or 
past history.
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