How to Hear God’s Voice #8

“Ready to Listen”

Matthew 13:3-9
“Ready for takeoff.”

Those words are spoken hundreds, even thousands of times every day as airplanes prepare to begin flights around the world. Before those three words can be said, a series of preflight checks must be done, insuring that the aircraft, engines, and instruments are all in working order. Failure to do so can—and has—resulted in major aircraft disasters.

Similarly, as Christians wanting to hear God’s voice, we must be ready to listen. While we do not have to go through an exhaustive checklist beforehand, being prepared to hear God’s voice can insure that we do, in fact, hear Him and hear Him accurately. In his book, How To Listen To God, Charles Stanley writes, “I am convinced that our spiritual mindset in hearing and appropriating scriptural truth greatly affects how we listen to God.”

I invite you to turn to Matthew 13, the passage read earlier, as we focus on one of Jesus’ well-known parables. In verses 3-9 we read,

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. He who has ears, let him hear.”
This parable is drawn from the processes of agriculture, which would have been very well known to Jesus’ hearers. For that matter even modern city-dwellers [like me] can understand it. It effectively makes the point that the one message can produce different results in different hearers.

In fact, the word “hear” appears nineteen times in Matthew 13. This parable is found in the first three Gospels, and in each one, the closing admonition is different. Jesus said in Matthew 13:8, “He who has ears, let him hear.” In Mark 4:24 Jesus says, “Consider carefully what you hear,” and in Luke 8:18, “Therefore consider carefully how you listen.”

Jesus invites his hearers to carefully think through what He has said. It is a responsibility easily overlooked. Great words like “repent,” “believe,” and “do good” strike a chord, but in every age it has been easy not to take care how or what we hear.
 We need to be careful that we hear, what we hear, and how we hear.
Be Careful That You Hear 

First we must be careful that we hear God’s voice. Two weeks ago I preached a message entitled, “Got Your Ears On?” that addressed this truth. We must be open to the truth. Chuck Swindoll calls this “A Story for the Hard of Listening” (as opposed to the hard of hearing, as we usually say). He goes on to explain,

I’ve often heard it said that Jesus taught with parables in order to make His teachings understandable to the common person. By using stories and illustrations drawn from everyday life, He could make complicated concepts simple and difficult truths easier to accept. As nice as that sounds, it’s grossly inaccurate. As we’ll see, when opposition to His ministry began heating up, Jesus began teaching in parables to conceal truth from those who denied Him as much as He wanted to reveal truth to those who desired Him. As such, the main truth of each parable wasn’t easy, obvious, or accessible to everyone like the low-hanging fruit of a tree. It required the hearer to listen—to open both heart and mind with the interpretive key, which was Jesus Himself.

It’s crucial that we not only hear Jesus, but that we have a heart that’s willing to receive His words in order to benefit from them.
 We must be careful that we hear.

Be Careful What You Hear 

Next we must be careful what we hear, as Jesus warned in Mark 4:24. When I heard these words my mind went back to a verse in a simple children’s song learned many years ago: “Oh, be careful little ears what you hear.”

The seed is the parable is compared to, in Matthew 13:19, “the message about the kingdom.” Luke 8:11 is more explicit: “The seed is the Word of God.” Thus the sower is anyone who plants the seed of the Word of God in the heart of an individual.
 That can be done in a variety of ways: preaching, singing, writing, or even a casual conversation.

We must be very discerning in what we hear, however. Many messages come packaged as truth but are, in fact, a cheap substitute. Be careful about the sources of your information. Don’t rely on the easiest routes, such as Google or Siri or Alexa. Make certain that whomever you are listening to bases their content on the Bible. We need more Christians like the Bereans in Acts 17:11, “Now the Bereans were of more noble character than the Thessalonians, for they received the message with great eagerness and examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true.” If more believers would practice this, fewer would be misled and taken advantage of.

I would add to this that if you are never challenged by what you hear, take a closer look. If everything you hear makes you feel good and warm and fuzzy, even if the is a healthy dose of Scripture quoted, you may be living on spiritual “junk food” instead of the solid meat of the Word.

Be Careful How You Hear

Then, finally, we must be careful how we hear, and this is where I will spend the bulk of our time this morning. This teaching of Jesus is often called the “Parable of the Sower and the Seeds” or the “Parable of the Sower.” This title obviously comes from Jesus himself in verse 18, “Listen then to what the parable of the sower means…” However, verse 18 really just sets the stage for what follows. While the sower and the seeds are mentioned first, it is the four different soils and their receptivity or lack thereof that dominates the rest of the parable. And this is why some have relabeled this text the “Parable of the Soils.”

The point of this parable is not that something is wrong with the sower or his method. Nothing is wrong with the seed. Nothing is fundamentally wrong with the composition of the soil either. The problem is the condition of the soil.

The soil illustrates the human heart. Verse 19 confirms this: “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” (emphasis added). The heart of the hearer is the spiritual equivalent of soil receiving a farmer’s seed.
 In the parable, the condition of the soil represents the condition of the heart, which determines a person’s receptivity to the truth.

In their essential makeup, all the soils in Jesus’ parable are the same. The dirt in and around a field is the same dirt, no matter that it is hard, soft, shallow, or weedy. The difference in the soils has to do with how they have been conditioned. All the soils could receive the seed if they were properly prepared. But soil that is not properly prepared will never bear a crop.

Jesus then speaks of four conditions of heart, what I am calling the stubborn heart, the shallow heart, the strangled heart, and the softened heart.
 The first condition Jesus likens to a pathway, ground that has been walked on and hardened. Seed is not able to penetrate that hard soil. This represents those who stubbornly refuse to listen to the voice of God speaking through His Word and His Spirit. This heart is hardened by choices, or rather by a series of choices to not listen. 

The second condition is the shallow heart. Jesus speaks of rocky soil that does not allow for depth of growth. The initial response is promising: in Jesus’ words, “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.” A person may hear with great enthusiasm, but when trouble comes, the emotion fades and there’s nothing left. Emotion is fine, but emotion alone will not get us through the tough times. There must be strong roots to withstand the difficulties of life.

The third condition I am calling the strangled heart. That may sound rough, but notice what Jesus says about it: “Other seed fell among thorns, which grew up and choked the plants.” In verse 22 He further explains, “The one who received the seed that fell among the thorns is the man who hears the word, but the worries of this life and the deceitfulness of wealth choke it, making it unfruitful.” Interestingly, our word worry comes from the Old English term wyrgan, which means, “to choke or strangle.”
 In Latin the same word is translated anxius (from which we get the English “anxious”), which also carries the nuance of choking or strangling (similar to the root for “worry”).
 Worry can choke the life out of our reception of God’s Word—a different emotion but the same result.
The last condition of the soil is the soft heart that receives the seed and allows it to grow. Jesus described this result as “produced a crop—a hundred, sixty or thirty times what was sown.” The average yield of seed in ancient Israel was probably between seven and a half to tenfold. A hundredfold was a remarkably good harvest, but even thirty-fold was exceptional.

“That’s nice,” you may be thinking, “but how can we get to that point?”

Turn in your Bible to two passages in the Old Testament that directly employ this imagery. The first is found in Jeremiah 4:3, “This is what the Lord says to the men of Judah and to Jerusalem: ‘Break up your unplowed ground and do not sow among thorns.’” The second is Hosea 10:12, “Sow for yourselves righteousness, reap the fruit of unfailing love, and break up your unplowed ground; for it is time to seek the Lord, until he comes and showers righteousness on you.” 
Notice that both prophets use the same phrase: “Break up your unplowed ground.” You may be familiar with the King James Version’s wording: “Break up your fallow ground.” It means the same thing: Take the plow to the ground that has become hard over the winter and unreceptive to the seed, and break it up. 

M. R. DeHaan explains what this means in the spiritual realm:

Fallow ground is that which is permitted to lie idle and uncultivated. Instead of producing grain and fruit, the land becomes covered with weeds and thorns, and disaster lies ahead. So the prophet calls to Israel, “Thus said the Lord… Break up your fallow ground, and sow not among thorns.” 
The spiritual applications of this expression are many and profitable, but the one which comes to mind first of all is that there can be no blessing without effort and no harvest without plowing. Before a thing can be made useful, something must be broken. Before the house is built, the tree must be broken down. Before the foundation can be laid, the rocks must be blasted from their quarry bed where they have long lain in peace and quiet. Before the ripe grain can cover the fields, the soil must be completely broken down. The cutting blade of the plow must turn over the sod, and the sharp teeth of the harrow must pulverize the soil.

I realize those words may sound a bit frightening. They should. The work of the plow is unsettling and, at times, downright painful. But it is necessary if we ever want to see a spiritual harvest.

Practically speaking, I call this the plow of contrition and the plow of compliance. The plow of contrition speaks of repentance from our shallowness and selfishness that hinders our hearing of God’s voice. This leads to the plow of compliance, which means obedience to what the Lord tells us to do.

If you find yourself dissatisfied with reading your Bible or going to church, it may not be the Bible or the preacher that is the problem. It may be the condition of your heart. Allow the Holy Spirit to do the work of tilling the soil, breaking up the hard ground, displacing the rocks and uprooting the weeds that get in the way. You will be amazed at the results!
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