
 

Sermon preached in Chapel on February 16th 2020 

Lessons:   Proverbs 8: 1 & 22-31  &  Luke 8: 4-15     

A sower went forth to sow… 

From the Book of Proverbs:  Happy are they who find wisdom, and those who get 

understanding. 

Perhaps the most outspoken Treasurer of this Inn during the last century was F E Smith, 

later Lord Birkenhead.  He had strong, often conservative opinions: if today during a 

discussion on access and diversity you were to hear a strange noise it could well be the 

sound of his coffin rotating in the earth.    He was known for his brash and sometimes 

offensive remarks.  He once accused Winston Churchill of “spending the best years of his life 

preparing impromptu remarks”.   But he’s  best remembered for that day in court when the 

judge told him “I've listened to you for an hour and I'm none the wiser” to which Smith 

replied “None the wiser, perhaps, my lord, but certainly better informed”. 

What does it mean to be wise?  Accurate information is certainly important, not least at this 

time when in some political circles it seems in such supply.  But even when empirical truth is 

known, facts do not necessarily change opinions.  And deeper down, we need more than 

information.  And that’s where we come to wisdom. 

Wisdom in the Old Testament is both mundane and divine.   We find the Wisdom tradition 

in Ecclesiastes, Job and some of the Psalms, but especially in the Book of Proverbs.   

Proverbs can be very down-to- earth, such as “Do not satiate yourself with honey lest you 

vomit it up again”, and even “It is better to live in a corner of the housetop than in a house 

shared with a contentious wife”. 

But, as we heard in the First Lesson, Proverbs also presents Wisdom as a gift from God, and 

as such became personified, usually as a woman.   She is the one who brings truth, 

knowledge, insight, understanding.   So as Proverbs also says “Happy are those who find 

wisdom, and those who get understanding.  For her income is better than silver and her 

revenue better than gold”.    Her price is above rubies – and if you know your Carry On films 

you can finish that sentence on your own.  Wisdom is precious, and its value beyond 

measure.   It brings, as I said, something more than factual knowledge.   It gives truth, 

knowledge, insight, and deeper understanding. 

Little wonder then that the Early Church made a close connection between this figure of 

Wisdom in the Old Testament and the Holy Spirit in the New.  The Spirit is the one who 



comes to bring enlightenment and a deeper truth.   And that’s why some of the Early 

Fathers had no problem talking of the Holy Spirit as She as well as He. 

But what I wanted to focus on this morning is how all of this may help us understand what 

we read in the Second Lesson set for today: the parable of the Sower, and why Jesus used 

parables anyway. 

Now you may remember that there were three parts to what we heard.   In reverse order, 

the third part was an explanation of the parable, saying what each part meant, in fact 

turning it into an allegory.  The seed that falls among the thorns represents those who hear 

the word but who are choked by the cares and pleasures of this world.  And so on.   I dare to 

suggest that we should ignore all of that, because, as I’m going on to say, parables are not 

meant to be allegories.  And most scholars will tell us that this is a later addition, by some 

well-meaning member of the Church, taking the oral tradition of what Jesus said and giving 

their own explanation – in this case describing how people were accepting or not what the 

Church of his own day was preaching.   There has never been a lack of people wanting to 

impose on others their interpretation of what Jesus meant.   

The second part, between the parable itself and this commentary, was something which at 

first seems rather strange.  When the disciples ask Jesus what the parable is meant to be 

about he says that he uses parables so that “looking they may not perceive and listening 

they may not understand”.   Does he really mean that he is being deliberately misleading, 

wanting to prevent understanding? 

This is one of those difficult verses in the Bible which preachers try to avoid.  If I go to a 

parish to do a Confirmation and one of them crops up in the set readings for the day I am 

always tempted to say “I won’t allow that to delay us tonight but I’m sure your Vicar will 

explain it to you next Sunday”! 

But in this case I don’t think that Jesus is saying that he uses parables to conceal the 

message, but rather that what he’s got to say cannot be reduced to a number of facts which 

his audience must take on board.   A parable is not a piece of teaching which will increase 

knowledge.  It’s a story which strikes a deeper chord.  You either get it or you don’t get it.  It 

calls for a response, more from the heart than the brain.  It calls for imagination more than 

intellect.  Reversing F E Smith, it will make you wiser but not necessarily better informed. 

And so, a Sower went forth to sow…   In those days the sower scattered the seed by hand.  

However careful he tried to be, some fell on the path.  We who hear the story might well 

say: what a shame!  Some fell on the rock: what a waste!  Some fell amongst thorns: what a 

pity!   We empathise with the sower because we know that feeling: plans fail, hopes are 

dashed, life doesn’t get any better, and the world carries on in its way, going to hell in a hay 

cart. 

But nevertheless the sower carries on and, wait, some does fall on good ground.  Despite 

everything there is possibility, there is hope.  Some of the seeds do take root, and they 

grow, and from one tiny seed there bloom a hundred flowers or a hundred ears of corn.   



And then the penny drops.  The key to the story is not the seed but the sower himself.  Here 

is a man who scatters the seed as widely as he can, with seeming abandon, even to the 

point of seeming carelessness.  And for those who have ears to hear or eyes to see, this 

sower is Jesus himself, showing the generosity of God.   A God who does not give with one 

hand and take back with the other.  A God who does not demand pre-requisite behaviour.  

A God who does not calculate the likely response rate before making the first move.  A God 

who takes risks.  A God who reaches out unconditionally. 

To follow such a God will be seen by many as foolish rather than wise.    The New Testament 

is full of references to those who think themselves wise, or who are seen to be wise in the 

eyes of the world.   But this parable, like many of the others, causes us to stop, and 

reconsider, and ask questions which we might prefer not to face.   What difference would it 

make to my life if I really believed in a God who loves me as I am, and who makes no 

preconditions?  What different kind of world could we build together if our response to 

each other, and our response to those in need, reflected more of the open, risky, willing to 

fail, but living with real hope, which we see in God’s love for us?   

So that’s it, but to finish, a story for these post-Brexit days, touching on our theme of 

wisdom, which I at any rate find funny.   It supposedly happened at one European event, 

when people were listening on headphones to the simultaneous translation into their own 

language.    On the podium the French speaker was extolling the cleverness and sagacity of 

the region from which he came: Normandy in northern France.   And he couldn’t understand 

why those listening in English collapsed in laughter when they heard the interpreter say, 

“And so the answer to everything is Norman Wisdom”. 

May we be open God’s gift of wisdom, and pray that receiving it, we may bear good fruit.  

Amen. 

 

 


