From Hearing to Responding: The Ministry of the Word

God's Word is powerful enough to accomplish God's purposes, but Jesus teaches that our
response to that Word reveals the condition of our hearts.
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Isaiah 55:10-11

As the rain and the snow come down from heaven, and do not return to it without
watering the earth and making it bud and flourish, so that it yields seed for the sower and
bread for the eater, ' so is my word that goes out from my mouth: It will not return to me
empty, but will accomplish what I desire and achieve the purpose for which I sent it.

Matthew 13:1-9, 18-23

That same day Jesus went out of the house and sat by the lake. ? Such large crowds
gathered around him that he got into a boat and sat in it, while all the people stood on the
shore. * Then he told them many things in parables, saying: “A farmer went out to sow his
seed. * As he was scattering the seed, some fell along the path, and the birds came and ate
it up. * Some fell on rocky places, where it did not have much soil. It sprang up quickly,
because the soil was shallow. * But when the sun came up, the plants were scorched, and
they withered because they had no root. ” Other seed fell among thorns, which grew up
and choked the plants. ® Still other seed fell on good soil, where it produced a crop—a
hundred, sixty or thirty times what was sown. * Whoever has ears, let them hear. . .. '
“Listen then to what the parable of the sower means: ' 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. * The seed falling on
rocky ground refers to someone who hears the word and at once receives it with joy. !
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. * 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.”



You are the good soil. If you hear that passage and worry... know that God created you to
be with him, and when we allow God to renew us and cultivate us we continue to be the
good soil.

As a gardener and planter I know when some soil is dead or no good. In Illinois that is
not hard to find. But there is no soil that cannot be saved by love and care. If you feel like
you might be the hardened soil I want you to hear that God tends to you! God is in the
business of cultivating hearts and growing faith!

The Parable of the Sower teaches us that God's Word is powerful and effective, but it falls
on different kinds of hearts. Some hearts have become hardened and reject it altogether.
Some receive it with enthusiasm but have no depth, and when hardship comes, they fall
away. Some allow the cares of this world, the pursuit of wealth, and the distractions of
life to choke out what God has planted. But some receive the Word, hold fast to it, and
bear fruit.

There are really two perspectives in this parable. First, there is the perspective of the soil.
Are we letting God tend to our hearts, or have we allowed ourselves to become hardened
or choked out? But there is also the perspective of the sower. Once God's Word has taken
root in us, we are called to scatter that seed into the lives of others. It is not our job to
determine what kind of soil someone else is. It is not our responsibility to make the seed
grow. We are simply called to be faithful sowers. As Jesus commanded in Matthew 28,
we are to go and make disciples, trusting God with the results.

One of the most important things Jesus says about the good soil is that it produces fruit
(Faith) and in turn, faith in others. Notice that He does not simply say the seed survives.
He does not merely say the soil receives the Word. He says it bears fruit. Genuine faith
multiplies evidence of life.

Sometimes when we hear the word "fruit," we immediately think of dramatic ministry
accomplishments or visible acts of service. Those things can certainly be fruit, but often
fruit begins much closer to home. It begins with repentance. It begins when the Holy
Spirit convicts us of something in our lives and we respond.

I can often look back on times when I thought I was walking closely with God and now
realize how much room I still had to grow. As God has matured my faith, the Spirit has
continually revealed attitudes, habits, and desires that needed to change. What I have
learned is that conviction is not condemnation. Conviction is one of the ways God



cultivates the soil of our hearts. He lovingly exposes what does not belong so that
something better can grow in its place.

For me, one area has been gossip. There was a season when [ would participate in
conversations that I knew were not honoring to God. Over time, I began to feel convicted
every time I engaged in it. At first, [ ignored that conviction. But eventually I realized
that the Spirit was not simply informing me that something was wrong; He was calling
me to respond. Not a response of my own efforts, rather a response of trust and surrender
to God's sovereignty. Knowing that if I take the step to cut off the hand or foot that causes
me to stumble, I will not lose anything but gain everything. The Christian life is not
passive. The Spirit convicts, empowers, and guides us, but conviction still calls for faith.
Faith that God can renew us in our shortcomings. Afterall, Jesus says that he does not
condemn us and we should come as we are, but to go out and sin no more - to be
transformed.

The Christian life is, at its core, a life of surrender and trust in God. More and more, I am
realizing that it was never ultimately about what we could accomplish on our own. From
the beginning, humanity has had a tendency to believe that righteousness could be earned
through our own efforts. We became so consumed with law, performance, and
self-reliance that when Jesus came to rescue us from sin and from ourselves, many
couldn't recognize or accept Him. They expected salvation to come through human
achievement rather than through God's grace.

If I'm honest, the way I viewed Christianity until recently wasn't all that different from
the mindset of the Pharisees! I believed the right Christian life was primarily about trying
harder, doing better, and proving my faith through my own strength - even though I have
been taught otherwise, I was still stuck in a legalistic mindset. I got caught up in the
semantics of ‘doing’, “yes, the Spirit moves you and God gives grace but you still have to
DO something!” But what [ was missing was that God is the one motivating the doing.
Someone without the Spirit will have no problem not ‘doing’, and someone with the

Spirit will be compelled to move and they will ‘do’ out of love for God.

We don't have to do anything because even though we are called to follow the law,
obedience will flow naturally from God’s love for you. Let me repeat that: it is not
out of your love or capacity for God that you obey, but because God first loved you
that it will naturally produce an obedient spirit. All of these words and sayings I did
not understand until now!



God, in His patience and mercy, has been cultivating my heart. He has been gently
teaching me that apart from Him I can do nothing. Every step of growth, every act of
obedience, every transformation of the heart is ultimately the work of His grace. My role
1s not to manufacture holiness but to abide in Christ, trust Him, and surrender to the work
He is already doing within me.

This isn't a new message found only in the New Testament—it's woven throughout the
entire story of Scripture. We see it in Genesis, where God repeatedly accomplishes His
promises despite human weakness and failure. We see it in the stories of Israel, where
God's faithfulness consistently outweighs His people's inability to remain faithful. The
prophets continually call God's people back to dependence on Him rather than on their
own strength or religious performance. Ecclesiastes reminds us of the emptiness and
futility of life lived apart from God, no matter how impressive our efforts may seem.
Then, in the ministry of Jesus Christ, this truth is proclaimed over and over again:
salvation is by grace, the kingdom belongs to the humble, and apart from Him we can do
nothing.

This is where many Christians fall into one of two errors. Some become legalistic and
believe they must change themselves in order to earn God's favor. Others become passive
and assume that because God changes us, we do not need to respond at all. Scripture
teaches neither. God initiates, God empowers, God convicts, and God transforms—but
we are inspired to surrender and obey. That is what sanctification looks like. God is at
work in us, and we respond in faith.

What I have discovered is that the goal is not simply removing sin from our lives. The
goal is renewal. It is not merely about what we stop doing but about what God begins
growing in its place. Where there was once gossip, God grows encouragement. Where
there was selfishness, He grows love. Where there was distraction, He grows devotion to
His Kingdom. Where there was impatience, He grows perseverance. Good soil does not
merely stop producing weeds; it produces a harvest.

That is exactly what Jesus is teaching in this parable. A transformed heart does not look
different simply because sin is absent. It looks different because God's Word is alive and
growing within it. The fruit is evidence that the seed has truly taken root.

The main question Jesus places before us is simple: What happens after the Word is
spoken? Some reject it. Some receive it briefly. Some allow it to be choked out by the
concerns of this world. But some receive it in faith and allow it to bear fruit.



The God who plants the seed is patient with His people. He continues to cultivate, water,
prune, and strengthen what He has planted. We all have seasons where we struggle,
wander, or become distracted. Yet God is faithful. He does not abandon His work in us.
He continues to call us back to Himself and produce fruit through His Spirit.

Are you allowing the Spirit to continue His work in you? Are you responding when He
convicts you? Are you allowing God's Word to bear fruit in your life? God's Word falls
on all of us, and it 1s a powerful and effective Word.

You are the good soil! You may have been the bad soil before, and you may one day find
yourself to be in a hardened state in life, but all is not lost! God’s Word, that is Jesus
Christ, 1s effective and powerful, and he will give you faith. Faith that trusts God to be
sovereign and produce fruits that bring you and others to himself.



