
“Words On The Word” 
Reading the Readings with Revd Stephen Froggatt


Sunday 12th July 2020 

Lectionary Passages for Year A Ordinary 15 (see MWB p586):
Old Testament: Isaiah 55:10-13
Psalm: Psalm 65:1-13
Epistle: Romans 8:1-11
Gospel: Matthew 13:1-9, 18-23

Ordinary 15  -  The Word Of The Lord 

John’s Gospel opens with an awesome Prologue about the Word of God, 
echoing the majestic opening words of Genesis. This Word speaks the 
universe into existence and is incarnate in Jesus. This Word is the Word 
of God’s promise, and the Word planted like a seed in our hearts in order 
to bear fruit in our lives.
In the Isaiah reading we have the promise that God’s Word never returns 
empty. Its fruitfulness is celebrated in the joyful Psalm reading, and it is 
the Word which brings life and peace according to Paul in Romans. 
Finally we come to the Gospel, where most famously of all, the Word of 
God is placed in the hands of the Sower. We are the soil in all its diversity, 
and Jesus challenges us to respond to Go’s Word by bearing fruit in our 
lives.

Let’s look at these passages together.

On the pages that follow, first come the four Bible readings on a single 
page, then the reflections on the readings, which begin on Page 3. Finally 
we have the Lectionary readings in full, in larger print. 



RCL Lectionary Readings

Sunday 12th July 2020

Year A

Ordinary Season Week 15

Isaiah 55:10-13 
For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven, 
and do not return there until they have watered the 
earth, making it bring forth and sprout, giving seed to the 
sower and bread to the eater, so shall my word be that 
goes out from my mouth; it shall not return to me 
empty, but it shall accomplish that which I purpose, and 
succeed in the thing for which I sent it. For you shall go 
out in joy, and be led back in peace; the mountains and 
the hills before you shall burst into song, and all the 
trees of the field shall clap their hands. Instead of the 
thorn shall come up the cypress; instead of the brier 
shall come up the myrtle; and it shall be to the LORD 
for a memorial, for an everlasting sign that shall not be 
cut off.

Psalm 65:1-13
Praise is due to you, O God, in Zion; and to you shall 
vows be performed, O you who answer prayer! To you 
all flesh shall come. When deeds of iniquity overwhelm 
us, you forgive our transgressions. Happy are those 
whom you choose and bring near to live in your courts. 
We shall be satisfied with the goodness of your house, 
your holy temple. By awesome deeds you answer us 
with deliverance, O God of our salvation; you are the 
hope of all the ends of the earth and of the farthest seas. 
By your strength you established the mountains; you are 
girded with might. You silence the roaring of the seas, the 
roaring of their waves, the tumult of the peoples. Those 
who live at earth’s farthest bounds are awed by your 
signs; you make the gateways of the morning and the 
evening shout for joy. You visit the earth and water it, 
you greatly enrich it; the river of God is full of water; 
you provide the people with grain, for so you have 
prepared it. You water its furrows abundantly, settling its 
ridges, softening it with showers, and blessing its growth. 
You crown the year with your bounty; your wagon 
tracks overflow with richness. The pastures of the 
wilderness overflow, the hills gird themselves with joy, 
the meadows clothe themselves with flocks, the valleys 
deck themselves with grain, they shout and sing together 
for joy.

The Scripture quotations above are from the New Revised Standard 
Version of the Bible, copyrighted, 1989 by the Division of Christian 
Education of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the 
United States of America, and are used by permission.  All rights 
reserved. 

Romans 8:1-11 
There is therefore now no condemnation for those who 
are in Christ Jesus. For the law of the Spirit of life in 
Christ Jesus has set you free from the law of sin and of 
death. For God has done what the law, weakened by the 
flesh, could not do: by sending his own Son in the 
likeness of sinful flesh, and to deal with sin, he 
condemned sin in the flesh, so that the just requirement 
of the law might be fulfilled in us, who walk not 
according to the flesh but according to the Spirit. For 
those who live according to the flesh set their minds on 
the things of the flesh, but those who live according to 
the Spirit set their minds on the things of the Spirit. To 
set the mind on the flesh is death, but to set the mind 
on the Spirit is life and peace. For this reason the mind 
that is set on the flesh is hostile to God; it does not 
submit to God’s law—indeed it cannot, and those who 
are in the flesh cannot please God. But you are not in 
the flesh; you are in the Spirit, since the Spirit of God 
dwells in you. Anyone who does not have the Spirit of 
Christ does not belong to him. But if Christ is in you, 
though the body is dead because of sin, the Spirit is life 
because of righteousness. If the Spirit of him who raised 
Jesus from the dead dwells in you, he who raised Christ 
from the dead will give life to your mortal bodies also 
through his Spirit that dwells in you. 

Matthew 13:1-9, 18-23
That same day Jesus went out of the house and sat 
beside the sea. Such great crowds gathered around him 
that he got into a boat and sat there, while the whole 
crowd stood on the beach. And he told them many 
things in parables, saying: “Listen! A sower went out to 
sow. And as he sowed, some seeds fell on the path, and 
the birds came and ate them up. Other seeds fell on 
rocky ground, where they did not have much soil, and 
they sprang up quickly, since they had no depth of soil. 
But when the sun rose, they were scorched; and since 
they had no root, they withered away. Other seeds fell 
among thorns, and the thorns grew up and choked them. 
Other seeds fell on good soil and brought forth grain, 
some a hundredfold, some sixty, some thirty. Let anyone 
with ears listen! Hear then the parable of the sower. 
When anyone hears the word of the kingdom and does 
not understand it, the evil one comes and snatches away 
what is sown in the heart; this is what was sown on the 
path. As for what was sown on rocky ground, this is the 
one who hears the word and immediately receives it 
with joy; yet such a person has no root, but endures only 
for a while, and when trouble or persecution arises on 
account of the word, that person immediately falls away. 
As for what was sown among thorns, this is the one who 
hears the word, but the cares of the world and the lure 
of wealth choke the word, and it yields nothing. But as 
for what was sown on good soil, this is the one who 
hears the word and understands it, who indeed bears 
fruit and yields, in one case a hundredfold, in another 
sixty, and in another thirty.”  



Ordinary 15 

Isaiah 55:10-13 God’s Word Shall Not Return Empty 

This passage comes at the end of what we call Second Isaiah - written 
about 200 years after ‘First Isaiah’ (Chapters 1-39), at the conclusion of 
the Babylonian Exile. Cyrus the Great of Persia decrees that Jewish 
exiles may return to Judah, and so this is a time of great rejoicing.
Consider the second part of this passage (‘You shall go out in joy’) and all 
its language of exuberant praise. Even the mountains, hills and trees are 
joining in the celebratory worship! In the 1980s it was common to hear 
“Hebrew-style” choruses in churches - a jolly tune in a minor key over a 
rhythmic bass and repeating faster each time round. “You shall go out 
with joy” was one such chorus, which I can’t help humming now! As we 
read this passage, we can easily imagine the exiles returning to 
Jerusalem with singing and dancing.
Certainly this is a passage for us to hold on in these times. It is right to 
compare ourselves to a people in exile, where our captors are not 
Assyrians or Babylonians but the Coronavirus. As lockdown eases, we 
find parallels in such experiences as those of God’s people returning from 
their exile. Plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose…
But there’s a bigger point in this passage, even bigger than the joy of the 
return from Exile. That is the steadfastness of God, and God’s faithfulness 
to the covenant promises. For God’s word was not cut off; God’s people 
were not abandoned - even throughout those long years in Exile, God’s 
people may have lost their buildings and even their land, but they never 
lost their God. Isaiah compares the words and promises of God to seed 
scattered by the sower. Even though the seed may lay dormant for a 
while, the time still comes to reap the harvest. When God sends out the 
Word, it shall never return empty.

BIBLE STUDY: Using the timeline in your Study Bible or Bible 
Encyclopaedia, find out what God’s people were doing in each of the 
three periods of Isaiah (1-39, 40-55, 56-66) during 740BC to 430 BC.
REFLECTION: During these months of “Exile” in lockdown, how 
have you felt connected to God’s Word? 



Psalm 65:1-13 The Earth Proclaims God’s Goodness 

We haven’t had a musical interlude for a while, so I must insist that you 
give a listen to Maurice Greene’s unashamedly joyful anthem “Thou 
Visiteth The Earth” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EY3BzD12g8Q 
Full marks to you if you can get your tongue round “and blessest it” in 
time to the music! The anthem takes its lyrics from this psalm, and while 
only a few verses are set to music, the anthem encapsulates the joyful 
tone of the whole psalm.
The Psalmist here acknowledges what many people continue to admit 
today - that the sights, sounds and wonders of nature lead easily into an 
awareness of God’s presence and and attitude of prayerful thanksgiving. 
Many gardeners are familiar with the (often un-attributed) poem “God’s 
Garden” by Dorothy Frances Gurney, or at least with Wordsworth’s 
‘Daffodils’. Many hills walkers are forced into an awed silence as they 
reach the summit and gaze at the beauty of creation all around them.
This is the God, says the Psalmist, who answers prayer, forgives sins and 
leads us into salvation. So many reasons for which to give God thanks. I 
wonder if Elizabeth Barrett Browning had this psalm in mind when she 
composed her Sonnet 43 “How Shall I Love Thee? Let me count the 
ways…” The Psalmist is encouraging God’s people to gather for worship, 
and offering reason after reason for doing so.
We have seen so far, then, two aspects of God - God of the Earth (the 
pastoral aspects of God’s care for nature) and God of the Temple (the 
salvation aspects of God’s forgiveness and deliverance). Yet this psalm 
offers a third - God of the Cosmos: this is the God who controls the very 
forces of chaos (speaking mountains into creation and stilling the stormy 
waters). Let all God’s creation join in praise!

BIBLE STUDY: One commentary divides the text into Acts of Grace, 
Acts of Power and Acts of Forgiveness. Can you see which parts of 
the psalm are being described in this way?

DEVOTION: Take a suitably social-distanced walk into a park or 
open space. As you contemplate the beauty of nature, compose a 
psalm of praise of your own.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EY3BzD12g8Q


Romans 8:1-11 There Is No Condemnation 

In the Unwritten Guide to Church Stewards, it suggests that if the 
morning’s preacher has failed to turn up, get someone to read Romans 8 
instead! The Book of Romans is dense and rich, but Chapter 8 is often 
considered the very heart of its gospel. It has inspired some of the most 
popular hymns and songs:

I am a new creation / No more in condemnation (Bilborough)
The price is paid (Kendrick)
No condemnation now I dread (And Can It Be) (Wesley)
Where shall my wondering soul begin (Wesley)
O for a thousand tongues to sing (Wesley)

and many more.
Are you in the Spirit or are you in the flesh? asks Paul. Of course it is a 
rhetorical question - you are in the Spirit because the Spirit of God is in 
you. Christ himself dwells in you by his Spirit.
Everything here is a consequence of what has gone before in the 
preceding chapters. The law of the Spirit, which is life, has set you free 
from the law of the flesh, which is death. So set your minds on the Spirit, 
which is life and peace.
Now we see the veiled reference to the Word. “Let the word of Christ 
dwell in you richly” (Colossians 3:16 - note that John 3:16 is far from 
being the only 3:16 in the Bible!). That Word in you is God’s Spirit - God’s 
Word - as a seed planted in you. 
And the Word of God, once sent out, will never return empty.

BIBLE STUDY: Read Romans 8 as if it were a sermon being 
preached today. What would be the main points you would ‘take 
home’?
DEVOTION: There is no condemnation. You are not condemned. You 
are forgiven. What is your response? Take it to God in prayer.  



Matthew 13:1-9, 18-23 A Call To Bear Fruit 

The preacher tasked with finding something new to say about the Parable 
of the Sower has a hard job ahead. Yet despite the familiarity of the 
parable to people who have been attending church for 50+ years, there is 
often little accuracy in their own reconstruction of the story. Perhaps the 
preacher simply has to put the congregation to the test - try it!
Jesus spoke many times about the Kingdom of God being like… with 
various ordinary visual aids called into play. Here Jesus could well have 
been looking around for another illustration and seen a sower on a nearby 
hillside to whom he could draw everyone’s attention. (By the way, did you 
remember to include in your version of this story that Jesus was in a 
boat?)
The metaphor of God as a gardener is a familiar Old Testament theme. 
Jesus would have been able to quote much of the OT from memory, and 
he would certainly have known both the Isaiah and Psalm readings we 
heard today. It’s easy to see, then, that spying a sower at work, Jesus 
would have made the quick connections - Seed - Life - Word of God.
I love the idea of God using all available media to ‘sow seeds’ today. 
Where and how is the Word preached? TV, radio, online services, 
Facebook posts, WhatsApp groups, Twitter, Instagram, Church websites - 
all in addition to the more familiar church services, print media and street 
posters. Bearing in mind that what God sends out through all these 
channels - and more - it will not return empty. The seed is scattered by 
God the Sower and received by us in more ways today then ever before 
possible. There is no way that any of us can claim that we can not hear 
the Word of the Lord just because church buildings are closed. 
With the Word of God, the Word of Life, coming to us today in so many 
different ways then, how are we making sure that our soil is good enough 
to receive it and let it grow?
WORD STUDY: Literally! In your Bible Dictionary, look up what is 
meant by ‘The Word of God’ in both OT and NT references.
BIBLE STUDY: How well do you really know this passage? Try 
writing it out from memory.
DEVOTION: God has begun a good work in you and will carry it out 
to completion (Philippians 1:6). How can you improve the soil? 



Readings for Today 

Old Testament Reading 

   For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven,
and do not return there until they have watered the earth,

making it bring forth and sprout,
giving seed to the sower and bread to the eater,

so shall my word be that goes out from my mouth;
it shall not return to me empty,

but it shall accomplish that which I purpose,
and succeed in the thing for which I sent it.

 
   For you shall go out in joy,

and be led back in peace;
the mountains and the hills before you

shall burst into song,
and all the trees of the field shall clap their hands.

Instead of the thorn shall come up the cypress;
instead of the brier shall come up the myrtle;

and it shall be to the LORD for a memorial,
for an everlasting sign that shall not be cut off.

  
 

Isaiah 55:10-13 (NRSV)



Psalm 

Praise is due to you,
O God, in Zion;

and to you shall vows be performed,
O you who answer prayer!

To you all flesh shall come.
When deeds of iniquity overwhelm us,

you forgive our transgressions.
Happy are those whom you choose and bring near

to live in your courts.
We shall be satisfied with the goodness of your house,

your holy temple.
 

   By awesome deeds you answer us with deliverance,
O God of our salvation;

you are the hope of all the ends of the earth
and of the farthest seas.

By your strength you established the mountains;
you are girded with might.

You silence the roaring of the seas,
the roaring of their waves,
the tumult of the peoples.

Those who live at earth’s farthest bounds are awed by your signs;
you make the gateways of the morning and the evening shout for joy.

 
[Continued on next page] 



   You visit the earth and water it,
you greatly enrich it;

the river of God is full of water;
you provide the people with grain,
for so you have prepared it.

You water its furrows abundantly,
settling its ridges,

softening it with showers,
and blessing its growth.

You crown the year with your bounty;
your wagon tracks overflow with richness.

The pastures of the wilderness overflow,
the hills gird themselves with joy,

the meadows clothe themselves with flocks,
the valleys deck themselves with grain,
they shout and sing together for joy.

  
    

Psalm 65:1-13 (NRSV)



Epistle 

  There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ 
Jesus. For the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set you free from 
the law of sin and of death. For God has done what the law, weakened by 
the flesh, could not do: by sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful 
flesh, and to deal with sin, he condemned sin in the flesh, so that the just 
requirement of the law might be fulfilled in us, who walk not according to 
the flesh but according to the Spirit. For those who live according to the 
flesh set their minds on the things of the flesh, but those who live 
according to the Spirit set their minds on the things of the Spirit. To set the 
mind on the flesh is death, but to set the mind on the Spirit is life and 
peace. For this reason the mind that is set on the flesh is hostile to God; it 
does not submit to God’s law—indeed it cannot, and those who are in the 
flesh cannot please God.

  But you are not in the flesh; you are in the Spirit, since the Spirit of God 
dwells in you. Anyone who does not have the Spirit of Christ does not 
belong to him. But if Christ is in you, though the body is dead because of 
sin, the Spirit is life because of righteousness. If the Spirit of him who 
raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, he who raised Christ from the 
dead will give life to your mortal bodies also through his Spirit that dwells 
in you. 

Romans 8:1-11 (NRSV)



Gospel 

   That same day Jesus went out of the house and sat beside the sea. 
Such great crowds gathered around him that he got into a boat and sat 
there, while the whole crowd stood on the beach. And he told them many 
things in parables, saying: “Listen! A sower went out to sow. And as he 
sowed, some seeds fell on the path, and the birds came and ate them up. 
Other seeds fell on rocky ground, where they did not have much soil, and 
they sprang up quickly, since they had no depth of soil. But when the sun 
rose, they were scorched; and since they had no root, they withered 
away. Other seeds fell among thorns, and the thorns grew up and choked 
them. Other seeds fell on good soil and brought forth grain, some a 
hundredfold, some sixty, some thirty. Let anyone with ears listen!”

  “Hear then the parable of the sower. When anyone hears the word of the 
kingdom and does not understand it, the evil one comes and snatches 
away what is sown in the heart; this is what was sown on the path. As for 
what was sown on rocky ground, this is the one who hears the word and 
immediately receives it with joy; yet such a person has no root, but 
endures only for a while, and when trouble or persecution arises on 
account of the word, that person immediately falls away. As for what was 
sown among thorns, this is the one who hears the word, but the cares of 
the world and the lure of wealth choke the word, and it yields nothing. But 
as for what was sown on good soil, this is the one who hears the word 
and understands it, who indeed bears fruit and yields, in one case a 
hundredfold, in another sixty, and in another thirty.” 

Matthew 11:16-19, 25-30 (NRSV)
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