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 “Preaching doesn’t work.”  We’ve had a lot of sermons over the course of human civilization, 

and people are still very selfish, prone to conflict, and things haven’t been fixed, yet you cannot 

stop the preachers from telling people to be better people…and still we are not much better.  

Interesting point.  I’ll admit, sometimes the sermons may indeed be to blame.  But not always. 

 Critical Listening Skills.  There is a skill in listening, even as in speaking.  Skills of accurate 

interpretation.  Skills of critical rational engagement with the speaker’s basic argument.  Skills at 

discerning logical connections and claims.  Even for Bible people, the Bereans’ practice of 

carefully reading the Bible to see if what Paul said was true fits into this kind of skill set.  

However, as important as critical listening and analysis skills are, that’s not what I want to talk to 

you about today.  Because that’s not really the problem either, at the end of the day.  It’s 

something else. 

 Receptive and Responsive to God’s Presence, Voice, People, Word.  The essence of what I want 

to talk about today is a certain posture.  Not merely “the right way to listen to a sermon,” 

though it is something that gets expressed there too.  But more generally we’re talking about a 

certain posture toward God’s Presence, God’s Voice, God’s People, and God’s Word.  I believe 

that this posture is one of the single greatest factors in a person’s overall spiritual health. 

 Luke 8:1-21 

 All these people hear the word with their physical ears (and apparently even with their minds) 

but not everyone here “hears” according to what Jesus means when he says, “Let him who has 

ears to hear, let him hear.” 

 Healthy soil.  Farmers nowadays add fertilizers and rotate crops to keep the nutrients where 

they need to be for optimum crop yield.  Ancient farmers had this knowledge too, and healthy 

soil is really what Jesus is pointing to as the thing that makes the difference.  The decisive factor 

isn’t with the preacher or the farmer in the story.  The decisive factor isn’t with the kind of seed 

or message in the story.  The decisive thing isn’t in whether the seed made some kind of contact 

with the soil – or whether people heard the message with their ears and in some measure 

understood the message – that’s not the decisive thing in the parable.  The decisive thing is 

really what they do with it.  But that begs a deeper question.  A deeper question that Jesus 

seems to be driving at.  “Why do some persevere and bear fruit and others don’t?  What’s 

different?”  And Jesus seems to point to the soil OR to the heart of each.  Actions are fruit, and 

fruit comes from roots.  The roots of actions are the kind of heart one has.  Or, more helpfully to 

us, the kind of heart one has cultivated over time. 

 Soil can’t, but you can.  Soil doesn’t have the capacity to up and move if it happens to have a 

path worn through it.  But people can.  Soil doesn’t have the capacity to pull weeds and keep 

them from choking the crop, but people can.  Soil doesn’t have the capacity to get help and call 

for reinforcements and sometimes just to keep on pushing when it’s dry and cracked and 

difficulty seems to have overstayed the season…but people can.  So the analogy has points of 



discontinuity, and that’s just what Jesus is pressing home.  We are responsible for what we do 

with God’s word – we are not victims of what happens to us. 

 The first kind of person might blame the devil for stealing the word and making it sound and 

seem foolish and stupid. 

 The second kind of person might blame whatever hardship causes “testing.”  If this hadn’t 

happened Lord, I would have followed through.  You know my limits.  I couldn’t handle it! 

 The third kind of person might blame the very things that distracted them and took their time, 

energy, attention, and joy. 

 4th kind.  You know, most of us think that the decisive things are those things that happen to us, 

rather than what we bring to the circumstance.  The last kind of person isn’t shown facing any of 

the other three trials, but should we then conclude that the perseverance and fruit bearing is a 

result of a.) not being confronted with spiritual attack b.) not facing hardship and c.) not living in 

a world fraught with tempting and distracting alternate missions?  No.  This fourth kind of 

person actually must have passed through these other challenges often in order to end well.  

They brought something with them INTO these challenges that enabled them to overcome.  And 

so must we. 

 The Reveal Study at Willow Creek (Bill Hybels).  They were able to move people through their 

seeker to mature believer programs, but didn’t see the personal transformation that was 

supposed to be the point of the whole thing!  How depressing! 

 A Great Chef cannot nourish you if you do not chew, swallow…and some other things too. 

 Unfair Advantages?  We may be tempted to think that the 4th kind of hearer has unfair 

advantages over the others – perhaps over us.  On the contrary, they swim upstream in order to 

cultivate attitudes, habits, practices…that get down into their character over time.  They bring 

something to the circumstance – they draw life from somewhere other than what is facing 

them. 

 Us.  I put lots of time, energy, study, thought, prayer…into getting myself read for a sermon.  But 

if I’m not also putting deliberate intentionality into believing and living what I just preached…I 

don’t really have ears to hear.  And to be honest, it’s a whole lot easier to preach well than it is 

to live well.  You too.  And the same is true for yall.  You may be incredibly gifted sermon 

hearers.  You know the texts well and nod at the right points.  It may be like listening to 

beautiful music for some of you.  For others you may be incredibly gifted at pointing out the 

flaws or areas where more clarity would be helpful.  You may be incredibly good critics – not 

unlike film critics!  I don’t mean this as a negative – I’m saying you may have very well 

developed listening and analytic skills (taking notes and everything) – and the 

theological/biblical framework to put it to work…but if it doesn’t lead into trusting God and 

surrendering more deeply to His will in a daily walk of obedience…then you don’t really “have 

ears to hear.” 

 Bored?  Hmmm.  It could be boring for a variety of reasons.  Actually 3 basic ones.  1.)  The 

content itself could be boring.  2.)  The speaker could have a boring way about them.  3.)  Or you 

could find the material boring because you aren’t relevant to the content. 



 Spiritual Wine Snobs.  Both the preacher and the hearers can be “spiritual wine snobs.”  Like 

wine snobs.  1.) Swirl.  2.) Sniff.  3.)  Taste.  4.)  Spit.  That’s it.  Never actually do what God 

intended with it.  Drink it!  Believe in it!  Rejoice in it!  Live in it! 

 Who are Jesus’ mother and brothers?  Those who hear and obey God. 

21 Therefore put away all filthiness and rampant wickedness and receive with meekness the implanted 

word, which is able to save your souls. 22 But be doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving 

yourselves.  (James 1:21-22) 

 Meekness.  Scripture will say some things that confront and displease.  We’re to receive the 

word “with meekness,” without disputing or contending or resisting God.  Sometimes this can 

be difficult. 

 Receptive and Responsive.  To receptive and responsive to God, the deeper voice behind the 

human voice.  That’s the healthy heart that has “ears to hear.” 

 Religion vs. Faith.  Receptivity and responsiveness to God’s Presence, Voice, People, Word isn’t 

necessary for religion, but it is the very essence of faith.  Religion – a means of systematically 

controlling my reality through appeasing God – usually a God who seems fixed and relatively 

understandable.  Faith is about giving up control.  Faith surrenders to the will of the Mystery 

who is beyond me.  God’s word will often create a crisis where we have to jump back out of 

religion into authentic spiritual journey after leaving faith’s radical edge to settle there through 

slow drift. 

 Not meekly receiving?  Me in Colorado listening to Louis Giglio.  My heart was hardened 

through exhaustion, burnout, and neglect.  I was not hearing.  I was mad at him for not showing 

me more grace.  For not understanding what it’s like in my shoes.  For not having that meeting 

place be safe for doubt and hardness and cynicism.  I really could’ve sold you on the merits of 

doubt and cynicism at that point.  But what I didn’t really do during that particular season was 

take responsibility for the role I had played in laying down my weapons and letting gravity take 

the ship off course.  I didn’t fight.  I didn’t take responsibility for modifying or adding to my 

circumstance.  The evidence is that Lester Ruth’s worship class revolutionized my life.  God used 

it to save my life through the Franciscan Prayer Book.  Every day.  Sacred space.  Borrowed 

words.  God’s words.  A little honest prayer.  Listening.  Worship.  Every day.  Just a half hour.  

No biggie.  And it worked in my heart and life like a little yeast.  It changed the nature of the 

whole heart and life. 

 You can’t create a new heart for yourself, but you CAN affect the conditions that will cultivate a 

heart that is receptive and responsive to God.  God will empower you to do so if you cooperate.  

And if you don’t do so, that’s on you and me and nobody else. 

 So I need to change.  How?  What if I know that I’m cynical, have a critical fault-finding, self-

justifying heart?  How can I change?  God can change you, if you ask with sincerity.  What do I do 

if I’m neither receptive nor responsive?  I’ve been there.  So how did I change?  Which time?  I 

feel like I’m falling forward, but I can tell you that the answer always involves prayer, a bit of 

discipline, and some Christian friendships where I risk honesty and take advice.  It’s God’s grace, 

but it always flows through some means. 



 A path, not a destination.  We cultivate this heart posture toward God by bigger decision points 

but more often by repeated smaller choices over time.  Cultivating the heart that hears God’s 

word is a journey – a process, not a one and done.  It’s a PATH.  And in fact, God’s Word is 

actually light for this very path. 

 Aren’t you going to give any practical advice on listening to a sermon?  Well, only if you push 

me, and only if I must.  So here goes… 1.) Show up prayed up 2.) Look it up 3.)  Listen up 4.) 

Mark it up 5.) Talk it up 6.) Look it up (again) 7.) Live it up. 

 The Main Thing.  If that list is not helpful, forget it.  The main thing is our heart’s posture – 

Receptive and Responsive. 


