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Lessons from the Farm: Stuck in the Mud  Sunday, 7/23/17 

1 One of my favorite things about summer is eating fresh sweet corn. But I grew up in 

Golden Valley, and so until I moved to Hanover three years ago, the closest I ever got to a 

farm was driving through the corn fields on the way to New Ulm to visit my grandparents. 

On the other hand, Willard and Marienne Kreitlow, and Jerry Ford are actual farmers 

who’ve gotten dirt under their fingernails, so I’ve invited Marienne to share a poem she’s 

written and a little of the background behind it. {Marienne Kreitlow shares, 2-3 minutes} 

 Today we begin a new worship series entitled “Lessons from the Farm.” God created 

this earth as a blessed garden and Jesus frequently used illustrations from the farm to teach 

his disciples about growing spiritually and the practices that helped them become deeply 

committed Christians. He taught them about the struggles they would face as well as the joys 

of the Christian life. Those same lessons can still help us today. Over the next month, we’ll 

learn how the process of putting up hay helps us understand one of the most important 

ingredients to spiritual maturity. We’ll consider how the relentless onslaught of weeds 

teaches us about the many challenges to the Christian life. We’ll discover the intriguing 

connection between manure and the Christian life. And we’ll look at what harvest time 

teaches us about the life that pleases God. 

2 We begin our series this morning with “Stuck in the Mud.” Now I know that some 

of you are looking at this picture and thinking, “That looks like fun!” I have no doubt that 

there’s a farm somewhere that will allow you to pay a hefty sum of money to play in the 

mud with a tractor. But that’s not at all what I have in mind here. Some of you, especially 

the farmers, are looking at this picture and thinking, “Oh no!” Raise your hand if this brings 

back a bad memory of getting stuck in a flooded field. 

Although Jesus didn’t use the image of a flooded field in his parable of the soils, the 

image illustrates a basic problem inherent in the parable. The goal of the Christian life is to 

be fruitful and multiply- not necessarily biologically, but in terms of making new disciples 

of Jesus. Unfortunately, we often fail to produce fruit because of our inability to hear, 

understand, and endure the challenging teachings of Jesus. We get, in effect, stuck in the 

mud, with no more hope of making disciples than the drivers of these tractors have of 

planting their crop.  
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The parables of Jesus often appear to be simple, yet history if fully od confusion and 

disagreement over their interpretation.  Thankfully, Jesus knew that we might need an 

answer key, and it’s included for the parable of the soils just a few verses after the parable 

itself. I’m reading from Matthew 13, beginning in verse 18, in the New Living Translation. 

{Read Matthew 13:18-23, NLT}. 

3 Modern seed sowing techniques are sure different than the ancient ones. This is a 

26-row pneumatic seed planter. Two giant hoppers feed seeds, often chemically coated and 

genetically modified, into assemblies that automatically insert the seeds into the rows at the 

right depth and spacing, covering them with dirt as the tractor drives on. It’s seed sowing on 

an industrial scale that minimizes wasted seed and optimizes the use of the row. While 

smaller farms use smaller planters, the same basic technology is the norm for standard crops 

like corn and soybeans.   

By contrast, the sower in Jesus’ parable is using the ancient technique of casting seed 

out- either by hand or using a sack with holes in it- and letting it fall upon the ground, most 

likely plowing it under later wherever it fell. And who is this ancient sower in the parable? 

Jesus never actually tells us. Most interpreters assume the sower is God, some say Jesus 

specifically, and some say it’s us- the disciples of Jesus. In my opinion, it’s usually best to 

stick with the explanation Jesus gives us, and for this parable, Jesus focuses not on the 

sower, but on the seeds and the soils. 

4 Have you ever wondered why the sower would have cast seeds upon a footpath? It 

was probably a footpath through a field, like this footpath through a barley field, except the 

seeds were sown before there were plants growing there. You can see how the ground has 

been packed down by the foot traffic, preventing any seeds from getting into the soil, and it’s 

not difficult to imagine some birds landing alongside the path and snatching away the seeds. 

If you’ve ever planted grass seeds using a spreader, then you know how frustrating it is to 

watch the birds descend on the yard and proceed to carry away the not-inexpensive seeds 

that are exposed. We are all on a journey with Jesus toward harvest time, but we’ll never get 

there if we get stuck in the mud. One way we can get stuck in the mud, Jesus explains, is to 

be like this footpath- to hear the message about the kingdom and not understand it. What 

might that look like? 
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You might be experiencing that right now! If you can’t track with my preaching 

because you can’t hear me, you can’t understand me, or you’re just too tired to follow me 

this morning, you’re in danger of being like the footpath. There are some things you can do 

to improve your odds of producing a harvest. You could pick up one of the sermon 

manuscripts or one of the hearing-assist devices if you’re hard of hearing. You could do 

some Bible study before or after the sermon, or even engage me in a conversation about 

something that you didn’t understand. You could engage in regular Bible study on your own. 

You could even get a good night’s sleep before coming to church. There are always things I 

can do to grow in my preaching ability, but these are a few things you might try to avoid 

letting Satan carry off your understanding of the message. 

By the way, what did Jesus mean by “the message about the kingdom?” He certainly 

meant at least all the things he came teaching and preaching about, and since he said that his 

teachings summarized all the law and the prophets as well, that pretty much covers the 

whole of God’s revealed Word in the Bible. We are living in an age of unprecedented access 

to modern Bible translations, commentaries, teaching, and preaching. Satan may be the one 

who is trying to steal your understanding of God’s Word, but it’s your responsibility to take 

action to get off the footpath. 

5 I used to think of the “rocky soil” from this parable as dirt with rocks mixed in it, 

sort of like just about every yard I’ve ever tried to plant something in. But it’s clear from a 

careful reading of the parable that the issue wasn’t rocks mixed in with the dirt, it was the 

shallowness of the soil that prevented the development of roots. Have you ever been up 

along the north shore of Lake Superior and seen one of those overturned Cedar trees with the 

shallow root network, just barely clinging to the rock through about an inch of soil until a 

strong wind finally comes along and topples it? A second way we can get stuck in the mud, 

Jesus explains, is to be like this shallow soil- to hear and understand the message about the 

kingdom, but then fall away from it as soon as things aren’t going our way. Depression, 

grief, anger- life is full of times that we aren’t exactly celebrating, right? What kind of roots 

can we put down so that we don’t blow over in the wind of trials or get scorched by the sun 

of disappointment? 

Faith-sustaining roots are things that take time and energy to grow but in the long run 
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sustain us when times get tough: relationships with Christian friends, regular prayer and 

Bible study, intentional service of others, a clear witness to God’s love, and sacrificial 

giving. There are no shortcuts to developing deep faith roots, but take heart, because our 

faith roots grow one day at a time, and today is a good day to take one step to water one of 

your faith roots. Which one might that be for you? 

6 I’ve always thought of thistle plants are very pretty. But a couple of years ago on a 

youth mission trip, I learned a different perspective when we were assigned the task of 

clearing a monster infestation of thistle out of someone’s pasture.  Are there any farmers 

here who’ve cleared thistle? Wow, that’s nasty stuff.  

A third way we can get stuck in the mud, Jesus explains, is to be like this field of 

thistle, when we allow either worries or things that may seem attractive to us crowd out what 

we really need to sustain our lives- the message about the kingdom. What’s one thistle plant 

that you can pull today to make room for more of the message about the kingdom? Could 

you forgo binge-watching the latest season of Game of Thrones to make time to visit 

someone who’s sick or lonely? Could you spend a little less time reading Facebook posts 

and a little more time reading your Bible? Could you fast from nurturing your latest worry 

long enough to pray for someone else? 

 7 The goal of the Christian life is to be fruitful and multiply. That’s what we can 

expect, individually and as a church, when we eagerly, actively, and joyfully desire to be 

like good soil, “those who truly hear and understand God’s word and produce a harvest.” I 

know that farming can be a money losing proposition from year to year, but how many of 

you farmers would be farmers if you didn’t have some reasonable expectation of gathering 

in a harvest each year? How many of you gardeners would plant seeds with no expectation 

that flowers or vegetables or fruit would be harvested at some point in the future?  

Jesus made it abundantly clear that the fruit he is especially interested in harvesting is 

people who are God-lovers and Jesus followers, disciples who hear, understand, and live out 

God’s vision for the kingdom of heaven here on earth. And God isn’t looking for a one-to-

one replacement plan, but a multiplying harvest of thirty, sixty, or even a hundred times 

what was planted. God wants to break through in the fields of our lives in abundantly fruitful 

ways. Are we going to remain stuck in the mud, or are we going to take steps today to 
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prepare the soil? 

8 We’re going to close this message with a Welsh Prayer that invites God to grow us 

to maturity and fruitfulness. As we pray, open your hearts to listen, hear, and understand the 

Good News of Jesus Christ. Once we were stuck in the mud, destined to go nowhere and be 

nobodies. But Jesus changed all that, and as we faithfully cultivate the soil of our hearts, 

God promises to bear fruit in our lives and in the world around us.    

Please pray with me.  

All: Lord, we would grow with you. 

One: New shoots reaching out, hands stretched upward, like leaves newly formed, 

soaking up your light and warmth. 

All: Lord, we would grow with you. 

One: In sunshine and rain, in darkness and light, in cold days and summer days, from 

Springtime to Winter. 

All: Lord, we would grow with you. 

One: And bring forth fruit that is pleasing to you, fed by your living water, giving 

sustenance to others. 

All: Lord, we would grow with you. Amen. 
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