The Four Soils: Part I (Devoured on the Wayside)
Objective: To understand the meaning of the “wayside” in the parable of the four soils
Reference: Holy Bible & some writings of St. John Chrysostom
Introduction to the Parable
Luke 8:4-8
4 And when a great multitude had gathered, and they had come to Him from every city, He spoke by a parable: 

5 “A sower went out to sow his seed. And as he sowed, some fell by the wayside; and it was trampled down, and the birds of the air devoured it. 

6 Some fell on rock; and as soon as it sprang up, it withered away because it lacked moisture. 

7 And some fell among thorns, and the thorns sprang up with it and choked it. 

8 But others fell on good ground, sprang up, and yielded a crop a hundredfold.” When He had said these things He cried, “He who has ears to hear, let him hear!”

Luke 8:11-15

11 “Now the parable is this: The seed is the word of God. 

12 Those by the wayside are the ones who hear; then the devil comes and takes away the word out of their hearts, lest they should believe and be saved. 

13 But the ones on the rock are those who, when they hear, receive the word with joy; and these have no root, who believe for a while and in time of temptation fall away. 

14 Now the ones that fell among thorns are those who, when they have heard, go out and are choked with cares, riches, and pleasures of life, and bring no fruit to maturity. 

15 But the ones that fell on the good ground are those who, having heard the word with a noble and good heart, keep it and bear fruit with patience.

What general principles can we learn from this parable?

God sows seed on all types of ground:

· People can respond in different ways to God’s Word.  Some accept it, and some reject it for various reasons.

· God is not partial to one group over another.  All receive the Word of God equally.  Rich & poor, wise & unwise, strong & weak, saints & sinners.   They all have the same opportunity to listen and believe.

· Despite His foreknowledge of who will and will not accept his Word, he still sows on all the different types of ground.  Why?

· People can change.  A plough can till the ground and turn barren ground into fruitful ground.  Hearing the Word of God helps us change.  Hearing it over and over has a long term effect…even if we dismiss it out of hand time after time.

Hebrews 4:12

12 For the word of God is living and powerful, and sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing even to the division of soul and spirit, and of joints and marrow, and is a discerner of the thoughts and intents of the heart.

· God sows his Word through the Bible & the Church:

1 Corinthians 3:5-8

5 Who then is Paul, and who is Apollos, but ministers through whom you believed, as the Lord gave to each one? 

6 I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the increase. 

7 So then neither he who plants is anything, nor he who waters, but God who gives the increase. 

8 Now he who plants and he who waters are one, and each one will receive his own reward according to his own labor.
What type of ground am I?

Don’t think in term of absolutes.  It is not necessarily the case that a person is one type of soil or another, but we all exhibit different characteristics of the 4 soils.  We are weak in some areas, and strong in others.  

A single person might:

1. Hardened Heart (path) - Listen to a sermon about gossiping, but dismiss the idea as being impractical or overly strict or unnecessary.  

2. Fall during temptation (stony places) – Be convicted that purity of thought is important, and make a sincere effort to stop lusting, but quickly fall into the old patterns again and decide to give up trying.
3. Choked (thorns) – Trust God with his finances during a difficult economic climate, but quickly lose hope and faith in God’s ability to provide.  He becomes so consumed with fear and worry, that it affects his relationships, activities, and even his health.

4. Fruitful (good ground) – Make a commitment to stop cursing, persevere in struggle, and over time is able to break the habit.

Seed that fell on the path
Luke 8:5
5 “A sower went out to sow his seed. And as he sowed, some fell by the wayside; and it was trampled down, and the birds of the air devoured it. 

Luke 8:12
12 Those by the wayside are the ones who hear; then the devil comes and takes away the word out of their hearts, lest they should believe and be saved. 

There are two main attitudes that can be described by this type of ground:
Unbelievers
Not all unbelievers are like the path.  Some might have never really heard or understood the truth, but after hearing it they accept it or at least express an interest to learn more.  They have a desire for truth, wherever it might be and are willing to do what it takes to pursue it.  These are people that are not far from the Kingdom of God.
Mark 12:32-33

32 So the scribe said to Him, “Well said, Teacher. You have spoken the truth, for there is one God, and there is no other but He. 

33 And to love Him with all the heart, with all the understanding, with all the soul, and with all the strength, and to love one’s neighbor as oneself, is more than all the whole burnt offerings and sacrifices.” 

34 Now when Jesus saw that he answered wisely, He said to him, “You are not far from the kingdom of God.” 

But after that no one dared question Him.
Here the devil is not stealing the words away, instead the words are being implanted, but the fruit has yet to appear.  Over time those that sincerely seek the truth will find it.
Instead unbelievers who resemble the path in the parable are those that respond to the Word of God with intense skepticism, indifference, or even hatred and disgust.  They have no desire to believe and do not acknowledge that they need anything or lack anything.  They are not honest with themselves.  Deep down they don’t want the Word of God to be true because it would require too much change on their part to accommodate it.  They are content believing that they know better, have a solid understanding of life and the world, and are in no need of being saved.  They decide what makes sense for their life, and sadly they believe that they are sincere.

Atheists might mock everything that has to do with religion, and instead rely solely on the mind.  While those of other faiths are so entrenched in their belief that their mind is not open to the possibility and promises of God.  Some believe they are on the right path, while others have not even asked the question or realize that there is a one true path that we are all called to follow.  In either case they are blind, not discerning the truth.  
1 Corinthians 1:23
23 but we preach Christ crucified, to the Jews a stumbling block and to the Greeks foolishness, 
The Greeks here were unbelievers that could not swallow the message of the Gospel.  To them the idea of a crucified incarnate God was ridiculous and was not even within the realm of possibility.
It is interesting that they do not believe in the devil, and yet he is the one that steals the word of God away from them so that they do not see the truth.  
The devil is very crafty.  Even though he fell from heaven as a result of his pride and wanted to take the place of God, he is more than content with remaining invisible.  In fact he does not want people to believe in him, or acknowledge anything he does.  He works from behind the scenes, not as the star of the play, but as a stage-hand that covertly positions the props without being seen or heard.  He is the bird that comes in the night and steals the seed while no one is watching.  He does not demand worship, require that churches be built in his honor, or expect credit for disasters or the general sense of loathing that is pervasive in the world.  He simply manipulates God’s people like puppets provoking them to ruin the world the Creator has made while encouraging them to rely on themselves, their money, their talents, and their science.
Because unbelievers do not believe in God, their entire sense of self-worth comes from this world and what they can accomplish in it.  We read about stories of people that had $1 billion only to lose half of it and commit suicide.  The remaining $500 million was not enough to fulfill or satisfy them.  They have no other hope, and since they believe their life will inevitably end into oblivion, what real difference does it make?
Believers

Even more sinister than how the devil steals the Word from unbelievers is how he manages to steal it from believers, that acknowledge God and the devil, and yet are equally blind to how their attitudes have been so shaped by the world that they no longer desire holiness.
Several years ago I read a story about a writer who visited a farm cooperative in the Soviet Union. The writer asked a gnarled Ukrainian how the new communism compared with the old days. The Ukrainian answered that in the old days they invited the priest to bless the fields in the spring. "But we don't need to do that anymore." He explained, "we have tractors now." 

One does not need to go to the Soviet Union to find that type of reasoning. It can be found in any society where people believe that if you have fertilizer you don't need faith, that if you have antibiotics you don't need prayer, that if you have psychotherapy you don't need salvation, that if you have social welfare you don't need the church, and if you have education you don't need God. Such a shallow perspective forgets that man does not live by bread alone, and that a disease free, well-fed generation will still starve and thirst spiritually without the Bread and Water of Life.

Christians today acknowledge that God exists and the devil exists, but how many are truly interested in holiness.  How many Christians are ready to change everything to be in line with what God commands?
Doubt

John 6:53-57

53 Then Jesus said to them, “Most assuredly, I say to you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink His blood, you have no life in you. 
54 Whoever eats My flesh and drinks My blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day. 
55 For My flesh is food indeed, and My blood is drink indeed. 
56 He who eats My flesh and drinks My blood abides in Me, and I in him. 
57 As the living Father sent Me, and I live because of the Father, so he who feeds on Me will live because of Me.

John 6:60, 66

60 Therefore many of His disciples, when they heard this, said, “This is a hard saying; who can understand it?”
66 From that time many of His disciples went back and walked with Him no more.

His disciples could not accept this teaching and turned away.  Instead of trusting in the character of God, and being convicted to follow him anywhere, they heard something that didn’t make sense and they stopped believing.  This uncovers an interesting point.  Are we following Christ?  Or are we following a teaching?  

The problem with following a teaching only, especially the infinite teachings of God, is that you never have the whole picture.  You can’t predict what God is going to do or say. For instance, would Abraham have ever expected that God would ask him to sacrifice Isaac his only son?  Why would God do that?  That does sound like something God would do!  We build a framework of ideas around what makes “sense” and what doesn’t make “sense.”  We draw lines in the sand and say I know God wants X, Y & Z but will not ask me for A, B, & C.  I have experienced X, Y & Z fro m God, but I have not experienced A, B & C so God must only be X, Y, & Z.
The problem here is that we do not have the ability to define God or write down all his characteristics or expectations.  We can’t fully understand God.

Isaiah 55:9

“For as the heavens are higher than the earth, So are My ways higher than your ways, And My thoughts than your thoughts.”
So when we just follow our understanding of a teaching or our experience, we are really following our interpretation of what the teaching is, since we cannot fully comprehend the teaching or the reasoning behind it.  When we follow a teaching we compare everything we hear with that teaching.  When we hear something that doesn’t match, we doubt.

The Jews believed that Christ would come and be an earthly ruler to free them from the oppression of the Romans.  When Christ came he said some things that fit the bill.  That he was King, and that He has come to set the people free, etc.  That made sense to them.  It fit the teaching.  They accepted Him.

But when he started to say things like he had to be crucified, and they saw his apparent weakness rather than strength, that certainly did not fit the teaching they understood.  Since they were not following Christ, but rather their own interpretation of the message, they doubted.  They rejected Him.

Instead we are asked to follow Christ and trust in Him.  That means that if He asks us to do something that doesn’t make sense, we don’t try and compare it with our pre-conceived notions or the framework we have built.  Instead we obey out of faith and trust in the character and person of God.  Instead of elevating our ideas and comparing Christ’s requests with our ideas, we should instead re-work ideas to fit the new knowledge we have about God.

Example:

A man has a tendency to have lustful thoughts.  He feels it is natural and even healthy.  It doesn’t FEEL wrong since he is not acting out any visible sins.  This makes sense to him, so he convinces himself that God is OK with it.  Upon reading the Bible verses related to this issue, he finds that it does not mesh well with what he is thinking.  Instead of changing his mind, he chooses to ignore what the Bible says about it.  He doesn’t necessary label it as “wrong,” but simply does not heed it.
In this example, the man is following his interpretation of the teachings of God, and not the true teachings of God.  When the God we believe in asks us to do something, we are not at liberty to debate, since we are inevitably wrong to disagree.
Believers with a hardened heart are those that confess that the Bible is true and believe in God.  They attend church, sermons, and bible studies, but they do so not to change their mind or repent from their sins, but to twist the words that they hear to fit into their own doctrine.  This is the state of least effort.  They don’t have to change, they just accommodate what they hear into their own ideas.
This is how the devil is.  He believes in God, but is not receptive to His Word or able to understand the reality that he has already lost.  He continues to fight a losing battle.  He should have known back in heaven that there’s no way he can rebel against God and win.  He didn’t even have a fighting chance, but he was deluded into thinking he did.  He refused to understand the obvious fact that God is the boss, not him.  We do the same thing now.  Instead of following God’s Word, maybe we expect Him to follow ours.

Therefore many Christians hear the truth, but it never penetrates their hearts.  The devil steals it away from them before they can act.  

With this attitude, we can attend sermons for years and years, and still be unmoved.  Since we have no depth of soil, not amount of seed will take root.  Worse yet, we might even think we are doing ok because we are apparently involved in church and attending services.

Lack of perseverance

Or maybe we do feel convicted.  Maybe during a sermon we are so intent and listening to every word.  We feel that we need to change, and that we have for too long neglected our spiritual responsibilities.  We think about the last time we confessed and realize it’s been too long.  

But then the moment we walk out the door we begin to forget.  We see our friends, we talk with those around us, we start thinking about the things we have to do and soon the conviction we felt earlier has disappeared.  Just as though a bird came and stole it from our hearts.

Notice that the verse says that the seed was not just devoured by birds, but also trampled on.  Who trampled on it?  The people walking along the path.  They didn’t intend or design to trample on it, but they were just walking normally as they do and happened to stop on the seed crushing it.

In our lives, other people or bad environments can trample the seed we receive before it takes hold.  Friends can lead us back into old patterns after we had decided we wanted to change.  Bad influences from TV or the internet can keep us busy either wasting our time on nonsense or leading us to destruction with material that corrupts our minds (pornography, etc).  In this way, the Word does not take hold.  We barely even start progressing before our seed is crushed and we give up.
Overtime we become more and more dead to changing.  Every time we make an effort, something steals it away.  We begin to feel hopeless and that we are inevitably stuck in the same patterns that are not able to become free from.

Conclusion 
We are never beyond redemption, but God will not force Himself upon us.  We must desire to change and be sincere Christians that want the Word of God to be planted in our hearts.  While this sounds nice and pleasant, it might mean a lot of sacrifice, tough decisions, and a commitment to give up cherished sins and bad habits that have been with us for decades.  

The experience of being born for a baby is not a pleasant one, but it is necessary step for life to begin.  Overcoming our weakness and softening our hardened hearts is even more painful, but promises a life filled with the Spirit.  God’s power is what will soften our hearts but we must ask Him to help us have the desire to change.  

2 Chronicles 7:14

14 if My people who are called by My name will humble themselves, and pray and seek My face, and turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear from heaven, and will forgive their sin and heal their land.
1) Humilty – I need help

2) Pray & Seek – Seek the one that has the power to change us, not we ourselves

3) Repent  - Continual process of repenting, falling, and repenting again [Example of monk that fell into adultery for 15 years]

4) God will hear – He will not turn a deaf ear

5) Forgive us – Restore us, make us whole, wash us from our sins

6) HEAL OUR LAND – Change our nature, make us whole, make us Christ-like
