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We live in an age of self-improvement.  We live in a country obsessed with 

personal development.  We are people who wish, in our heart of hearts, that 

“every day, in every way, we would get better and better.” 
  

Now, certainly there’s nothing wrong with improving ourselves.  It’s a good 

thing to get better.  Whether it’s our physical shape or our career skills or 

our marital communication or our parenting abilities, improvement is a good 

thing.  But doesn’t it amaze you how huge the self-improvement business is 

in America?  The marketplace is overflowing with zillions of products 

claiming to help us improve ourselves:  

• “Learn French in 30 Days” 

• “Lose 20 Pounds in 7 Days” 

• “6 Minute Abs of Steel”  

– and on and on and on.  We can only conclude one of two things from this 

obsession we Americans have with self-improvement – either Americas are 

incredibly fat and incompetent and balding and aging and stupid, or we have 

an intractable dissatisfaction with ourselves. 
  

This self-improvement dynamic also tends to spill over into the life of the 

church.  It’s very easy for us, when we reflect on our spiritual lives, to feel 

nothing but discouragement.  “What kind of Christian am I?  I look around 

at these other people, and they seem so much more plugged into God, so 

much more committed to living out their faith.”  And it’s very tempting, 

even in church, to think that the answer is self-improvement.  But that’s not 

Jesus’ take on the situation.   
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*   *   * 
  

It’s simply remarkable, when you read the Gospels, how little Jesus talks 

about self-improvement or personal development.  Now, Jesus does talk 

about the necessity of a fundamental re-orientation in our lives.  Whether he 

calls it repentance or conversion or faith or becoming like a child or entering 

by the narrow gate or being born again or serving God or taking on Christ’s 

yoke – make no mistake about it, Jesus calls us to a completely new way of 

life. 
  

But this new life that Jesus calls us to isn’t about self-improvement.  

Because this new life is not about us—it’s about God.  Listen to God’s word 

from The Gospel of Matthew, chapter 13: 
 

   Later that same day Jesus left the house and sat beside the lake.  A large 

crowd soon gathered around him, so he got into a boat.  Then he sat there 

and taught as the people stood on the shore.  He told many stories in the form 

of parables, such as this one: 

   “Listen! A farmer went out to plant some seeds.  As he scattered them 

across his field, some seeds fell on a footpath, and the birds came and ate 

them.  Other seeds fell on shallow soil with underlying rock.  The seeds 

sprouted quickly because the soil was shallow.  But the plants soon wilted 

under the hot sun, and since they didn’t have deep roots, they died.  Other 

seeds fell among thorns that grew up and choked out the tender plants.  Still 

other seeds fell on fertile soil, and they produced a crop that was thirty, sixty, 

and even a hundred times as much as had been planted!  Anyone with ears to 

hear should listen and understand.” 
  

Many Biblical scholars argue that Jesus told this parable primarily about 

himself, specifically to explain the astonishingly meager response to his 

ministry.   
 

I don’t know if you’ve ever stopped to think about it, but the fact is that if 

you evaluate Jesus’ ministry strictly by quantifiable measures, his success 

was marginal at best.  Now, Jesus was always able to draw a crowd – our 

passage begins by saying that the crowd was so large that Jesus had to get 
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into a boat, row out a bit, and use the acoustics of the water to be heard by 

everyone.  Jesus always attracted people who wanted to listen to him – but 

“listening” wasn’t what his ministry was about.  Jesus’ ministry was about 

attracting followers, not listeners—inviting people to fundamentally reorient 

their lives in order to live as “kingdom people”, to live as God’s people.  

And although the Gospels record several conversions, it’s remarkable how 

few people Jesus was able to win over in his three years traveling around 

Palestine.  There were the twelve disciples.  We know there were some 

women like Mary and Martha.  At one point Luke refers to 72 disciples.  But 

these are pretty unimpressive results, given that Jesus once performed a 

miracle in front of some 5,000 people.  That’s a return of less than 2%.  

You’re not going to be successful these days promising only a 2% return on 

anything! 
  

And yet, given this remarkable lack of success, not once do we read about 

Jesus being anxious about it, or discouraged, or pre-occupied with “How am 

I doing?”  There’s no panic, there’s no re-evaluation of strategy, there’s no 

second-guessing or self-doubt.  Why is that?  Well, this morning’s parable 

tells us why. 
  

As you know, Jesus’ parables are stories telling truths about living for God 

that make their point through a comparison with ordinary, everyday events – 

a woman loses some money, a man gets himself in debt, a wheat field gets 

infested with weeds.  In today’s parable – the Parable of the Sower – Jesus 

describes what every single Palestinian farmer does at planting time.  The 

farmer straps on a bag of seed and walks his field, scattering the seed 

around.  And he throws seed around his entire field, even the places that 

aren’t especially promising – the hard ground, the rocky ground, the weedy 

ground.  But the farmer spreads the seed around, and he spreads it around 

with confidence.  Because the farmer knows that, barring some unforeseen 

disaster, the seed is going to grow and transform his field into a fine crop.  

It’s going to happen, and it’s going to happen not because the farmer has 

spent years painstakingly improving his agricultural skills.  No.  There will 
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be a crop because that’s what seed does – you plant seed and it grows.  If 

you’ve got a bag of seed, it’s going to work out. 
 

*   *   * 
  

Jesus ends his parable by saying, “If you’ve got ears, listen to what I’m 

saying.”  Well, what exactly is Jesus saying?   
  

Jesus is saying that we should approach our Christian lives like the farmer.  

We have a field, we have a life, and it’s far from perfect – amidst all the 

good and fertile stuff are a lot of hard places, a lot of shallow places, a lot of 

congested places.  But just like the farmer, we shouldn’t become 

discouraged about the unproductive areas – focusing our energy on 

ploughing up the hard places and digging out the rocks and pulling the 

weeds.  Instead, we can be confident that God will produce effective, lasting, 

redemptive change in our lives.  Why?  Because it’s not about the field, it’s 

about the seed. 
  

You see, the Parable of the Sower is saying this:  Sure, your Christian life is 

far from perfect, you’ve got all sorts of issues to work through, you’re just 

taking your first baby steps as a follower of Jesus Christ.  But don’t get 

discouraged.  We all come to Christ as problematic people.  There are parts 

of us that are so hard that it’s amazing that any grace can get through.  And 

there are parts of us that are so shallow that we embarrass ourselves.  And 

there are parts of us that are so clogged and congested and choked with 

meaningless things that it’s amazing we can breathe.  But if we are 

Christians – if we are listening to God’s word, if we allow God’s word to be 

planted in our lives – then we will be changed.  Because God’s word is that 

powerful.  Because God’s word is that productive.  Because God’s word 

always brings a harvest. 

*   *   * 
 

So what is Jesus asking us to do, according to the Parable of the Sower?  Not 

that much.  He’s not asking us to clean up our act.  He’s not asking us to turn 
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over a new leaf.  He’s not asking us to get on a spiritual self-improvement 

program – “Spiritual Maturity is 20 Days!”.   
 

Because the Christian life isn’t about us—it’s about God.  Jesus is simply 

telling us to get close enough to be sprinkled with the Gospel, to come near 

enough to hear the Good News, to open our hearts so that the Word of God 

gets planted within us—and then watch what happens.  

• Because the word of God is a word about forgiveness, a blanket 

pardon for all the mess in our lives. 

• And it’s a word about unconditional love, no strings, no 

qualifications, just a total embrace of who you are right now. 

• And it’s a word about repentance, a black-or-white, yes-or-no, in-

or-out decision about who we’re going to live for. 

• And it’s a word about grace, about a God who remains faithful to 

us even when we are so wishy-washy in our commitment to Him. 

• The word of God is a word about bread and wine, about sacrifice 

and atonement, about a God who has gone to hell and back to win 

us for Himself. 
 

Jesus is saying exactly the same thing in the Parable of the Sower that God 

said through the prophet Isaiah: 
 

“The rain and snow come down from the heavens 

      and stay on the ground to water the earth. 

They cause the grain to grow, 

    producing seed for the farmer 

     and bread for the hungry. 

It is the same with my word. 

     I send it out, and it always produces fruit. 

It will accomplish all I want it to, 

     and it will prosper everywhere I send it. (Isaiah 55:10-11) 
  

So Jesus is absolutely right to be confident as he, without discouragement, 

spreads the word of God.  And we are right to be confident as we, without 

discouragement, listen to and study and obey and immerse ourselves in 
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God’s word.  Because it’s a powerful word.  It’s a word that will produce the 

fruit of new life within us.  And it’s a word that will do much more than 

improve us – it’s a word that will save us.   
 

And that’s good news.  AMEN 
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