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Some people like fishing; I like growing stuff. My dad gave me a little strip of land to raise butternut
squash and gourds and pumpkins. It was fun to watch them grow and then take them to the market in
Philadelphia and see people come up and actually buy what I grew. However, as everyone who grows
stuff knows, sometimes you are disappointed. Not everything you plant grows. Jesus teaches us about
this problem in Mark 4:1-20 in his story about the four kinds of soils.
Jesus is the Master Teacher – vv. 1-2
He began to teach again by the sea. And such a very large crowd gathered to Him that He got into a
boat in the sea and sat down; and the whole crowd was by the sea on the land. And He was teaching
them many things in parables, and was saying to them in His teaching…
The crowd here is so big here along the Sea of Galilee that He gets into a
boat and begins to teach the people as they are massed along the shore.
He was the master teacher. Luke 19:48 says the people hung on every
word He said. Often He taught through stories called parables, literally, “to
cast alongside.” Parables are comparisons of some earthly reality, like
here, sowing seed on various kinds of soils, with a spiritual reality. They
are designed to snag attention and then teach a memorable truth. (Photo
of NW shore of Galilee, thanks to the Shinabarger family)
Parables both conceal and reveal. For unbelievers, these parables fell on blind eyes and deaf ears to
spiritual truth and were a type of judgment for their willful unbelief, as the reference in Isaiah 6:12
indicates: Make the heart of this people dull, and their ears heavy, and blind their eyes; lest they see with
their eyes and hear with their ears and understand with their hears and turn and be healed.” But for
believers, His followers and the twelve, these parables are memorable and brilliant, even though He has
to help them see the application of the story.
God’s spiritual kingdom will grow through the ministry of the Word – v. 3
Listen to this! Behold, the sower went out to sow….
As He begins, Christ commands our attention. How important to listen! God gave us ears to first of all
hear His Word, and Jesus commands us to listen. “Listen up! I’ve got something important to say to you!
You need to hear this.” In verse 7 He bears down on the importance of careful listening, “He who has
ears to hear, let him hear.” Whatever else you do in this life, make sure you are able to hear and
understand the Word of God. Only God can open your ears to truly hear, so pray and ask God to give you
hearing ears.
Then Jesus calls us to imagine a farmer walking across his field, carrying a sack of seeds, and throwing
them by hand across the various soils around him. They first threw out the seed, and then came along
with a plowing instrument to turn the soil over the seed.
Let’s get the big picture before zeroing in on the sower, sowing, and soils. Here’s what Jesus is saying.
He came to bring salvation to His people. He came to live a perfect life and die a sinner’s death for all
who call upon Him. He came to die in our place on that cross and conquer death for us. This is the
gospel. And Jesus is assuring us here that while many will not receive the message, there will always be
some. There is that fourth, fertile soil that hears, receives, and bears fruit. Even though today only seven
percent of the world’s population may be evangelical Christians according to Operation World, God’s plan
is not failing and it is through the ministry of spreading the Word of God that He is building His spiritual
kingdom.

So, Jesus, explain to us exactly what you mean with this farming story. We need help to grasp the
connection.
THE SOWER – vs. 14
The sower sows the word.
God uses sowers in His redeeming, saving plan on earth. Jesus himself is the sower right here. But when
He returns to heaven, believers will continue to sow the seed of the Word. What kind of person this sower
is doesn’t matter. He or she may be highly intelligent or just common like most of us. He may be a great
orator or stumble around when he gets up in front of people. Nothing matters except one thing. He’s
sowing. He’s doing the one thing that needs to be done.
This is what the church does. We sow. From Jesus to Paul to the early persecuted church to believers
hiding in the hills of southern France to John Hus, Wycliffe, Luther, all were sowers. Calvin was a great
sower and filled the seed sacks of many in Geneva, including John Knox, who took his bag of gospel
seed back to Scotland and sowed all over that land. Tyndale and the Puritans and Whitefield and
Edwards and Spurgeon and Martyn Lloyd-Jones and you and I to this very day are sowers. Christian
moms and dads are sowing the word into young hearts. Missionaries are sowing the Word on human
hearts in the far corners of the earth. Grandparents, we need to be sowing the seed into the hearts of
those precious grandkids. Sow Genesis 1:1 into their hearts, right along with Genesis 2 about marriage
being between a man and woman, and not a man and man or woman and woman. Sow John 3:16 into
those hearts. This is how God is building His spiritual kingdom until Jesus comes back. The one thing we
have to do here on earth is sow the Word! In 2 Timothy 4:1-2 Paul told Timothy in view of the coming of
Christ and future judgment of every human being, “Preach the Word!” That’s the big thing the church
must do!
Where does he sow his seed? Everywhere! He just goes out there broadcasting that seed all over the
place. The entire world is his field. Just think about how much gospel seed has been sown all over the
world. We should sow the word everywhere to everyone we can. We are not hyper-Calvinists, only
preaching to the elect. We’re just Calvinists, knowing God has to change those hearts if they will ever
truly receive the seed of the gospel. So we broadcast this seed far and wide. We never know when or
where it will land on good soil! Like those maple seeds in the spring, they go flying all over the place and
before you know it, they found fertile soil in your rain gutter and now you’re growing trees up there! Go
and sow indiscriminately and everywhere you can. Everyone needs this seed, even if they don’t know it.
THE SEED – vs. 14
The sower sows the word.
What does he sow? The word, the message of God, the good news of salvation! In every one of those
seeds lies the power of God to bring salvation to whomsoever receives it. There is nothing wrong with the
seed we’ve been given. Sometimes we think if our “seed” was a little easier to receive, more people
would come to Christ. If we just altar it a bit, make it more palatable. Soften or smooth off the harder
st
edges. Retool it to fit the 21 century.
No, the Word is the same message for the last 2000 years and we have no business tampering with it.
It’s God’s message, not ours, and He has entrusted it to us. It’s what God uses to bring spiritual life to
poor, lost sinners. It’s that message of Christ coming, dying in the place of sinners, the just for the unjust,
so that He might bring us to God! It’s what God uses to bring new life to lost people – we’ve been born
again by the living and abiding Word of God! So, the problem isn’t with the sower or the seed. The
problem, Jesus says, is with the soils!
THE SOILS
Now Jesus uses His story to help us to see ourselves in these soils. Ask yourself, “Is my heart like this?”
Is your heart like this hard soil? vs. 15

These are the ones who are beside the road where the word is sown; and when they hear,
immediately Satan comes and takes away the word which has been sown in them.
Paths along the road where people walked were like concrete. That’s the condition of these hearts. They
are like those beautiful granite countertops. Beautiful and handsome, but you couldn’t grow a thing on
them. And as the seed lies there, like birds gobbling up seed, Satan stands outside the door of the church
snatching gospel seeds like a big old black bird, or he may be sitting right beside you now, plucking the
seed right out of your heart. “I’ll take that, you don’t need it. You have far more important things to do than
be concerned about things we aren’t even sure about.”
Hard hearts are completely untouched by the power or understanding of the gospel. It’s like shooting
BBs against a steel wall. “Ping! Ping!” This is one of Satan’s chief occupations – to snatch the gospel out
of the hearts of the masses. He does it in so many ways – through total unconcern, pride, busyness,
mocking, attacking, and liberal thought. “You don’t really believe God created the world in six literal days,
do you?” “You really don’t believe Jesus is the only way to heaven, do you?” “Don’t you know the Bible is
full of errors?” “We are way too sophisticated and educated and intelligent in our day to still believe these
ancient stories about Moses and Jesus. They’ve all been disproved or questioned at least.”
Is your heart like that? Are you so hardened that nothing from God penetrates. This is so sad! You are
here for a little while, a few short years with no interest in spiritual things, and then you die and go to hell
forever and ever. You missed the whole point of life in God’s universe. You are taking no time to stop and
think and hear and apply. You may cry at movies, laugh at sitcoms, scream at football games, even enjoy
a good family life, but you are totally deaf and blind to God’s truth. Video games or scrapbooking, you are
all over that! But talk about God’s Word and you are completely unresponsive, “Nah, not interested.” This
is the hard soil.
Is your heart like this shallow soil? vss. 16-17
In a similar way these are the ones on whom seed was sown on the rocky places, who, when they
hear the word, immediately receive it with joy; and they have no firm root in themselves, but are only
temporary; then, when affliction or persecution arises because of the word, immediately they fall
away.
God’s Word has some temporary impact, gets you thinking, causes you some concern, and even
produces some degree of joy and enthusiasm. Finally some truth makes sense, from creation to
consummation. Wow! You’ve never heard such preaching before! You are excited! That is until people
start poking fun at the whole idea of being a true Christian and your best friends are out there having a
blast and urging you to join in. Maybe even your parents, or professors, or even a girl friend or spouse
ridicules you for thinking seriously about Christ. For a short time God’s Word seemed to get some
traction, but then it melted away. There was this immediate joy – like a paper fire, blazing up quickly and
hot, but quickly going out!
What’s the problem? Jesus says these people have no root. It was all external props. Their heart really
isn’t changed. R. C. Sproul tells of the night he and his roommate were both converted. They joyfully
wrote their girlfriends about coming to Christ. By the morning, however, Sproul’s roommate had already
turned away from Christ. They have no root so they are temporary professors. They actually seem to
follow Christ for a while, but then shortly go back to the world. Pressure, ridicule, afflictions and
persecutions hit and they are scandalized, tripped up. They turn back to their former way of life. This is
what happened to Demas, who loved this present world!
Do you see yourself in this mirror? Make sure you are rooted and grounded in Christ. Examine yourself.
“Do I have a firm root in Christ alone? Is my faith fixed on Him, or on an experience or big name celebrity
preacher?” Can you sing, “Though no one join me, still I will follow?”
Is your heart like this thorny, crowded soil? vv. 18-19

And others are the ones on whom seed was sown among the thorns; these are the ones who have
heard the word, but the worries of the world, and the deceitfulness of riches, and the desires for other
things enter in and choke the word, and it becomes unfruitful.
Ah, here’s the biggest culprit of all, these thorn bushes in our hearts! John Calvin says our hearts are like
a forest of thorns. All these thorns of worries, wealth, and wants grow and strangle out God’s Word from
hearts. They are all idols of the heart. They demand our strongest loyalty. We believers must constantly
be in the thorn destroying, thorn ripping out business. They are as pestiferous as those wild onions I fight
with every spring, which seem to grow up in minutes because I didn’t see that one there a moment ago.
Let’s consider three thorn bushes.
Worries of the world – This is our favorite past-time. We are so full of worries, anxieties, concerns, and
obsessions with our physical well-being. The word worry means all divided up, double minded. We are so
consumed with making a living, about what’s coming, and fear of the future that we don’t have time to be
in God’s Word. These thorny worries just shoot up and strangle the Word right out of our hearts! Do you
see yourself in this mirror? What does Jesus say? Seek first His kingdom and righteousness, and all this
stuff will take care of itself (Mt 6:33).
Wealth – the deceitfulness of riches – Oh my, how many millions upon millions have allowed the love
of wealth and money to just choke God’s Word right out of their hearts. Riches are deceitful, so be very
careful. God warns us about this constantly in the Bible. They give you a sense of self-sufficiency. They
puff your pride. They make you feel above the common man. And the worst part is when a man’s thorny
wealth crowds his heart all the way to the end of his life, he dies taking nothing with him and goes to hell.
Remember that rich farmer in Luke 12? He built bigger barns, but he wasn’t rich toward God. “This night
your soul is required of you. Now what will all your barns do for you?” Wealth can be a great blessing
from God, but it requires humility and godly wisdom. It can intoxicate the soul and strangle God’s Word.
Do you spy yourself in this mirror?
Wants – desires or cravings for other things – Ed Welch notes the sinful human heart cries out, “I
want; I want more.” Jesus says we lust after or crave “other things.” This sums up the matter and
includes everything people spend their lives going after instead of submitting to Christ; cars, houses,
travel, education, clothes, entertainment, the latest curved flat screen. This is Vanity Fair in Pilgrim’s
Progress, with every kind of gizmo and distraction you can imagine to keep you from Christ. They just had
the Detroit car show last week. Wow, the sleek and seductive four wheel idols they had sitting around.
Did you see that new Ford GT? How seductive that baby is!
Worries, wealth, and wants. These awful thorns grow vigorously in your heart and grab anything that
looks like spiritual life in there and just strangles the living daylights right out of it. Every one of us
believers needs to be busy with our spade and lopper making war on the thorns. Remember Calvin’s
description: Our hearts are a forest of thorns.
Is your heart like this fertile soil? vs. 20
“And those are the ones on whom seed was sown on the good soil; and they hear the word and
accept it and bear fruit, thirty, sixty, and a hundredfold."
Ah, finally we get some fruit! How refreshing. Now the fruit comes in various amounts; that’s ok. But there
is fruit! Here are two questions. First, what makes this soil “good?” Only God can make it so. Your heart
is not naturally good. The Spirit of God brings new life into these hearts and makes them good. He gets
all the praise for any of this fruit.
And what is this fruit? It’s the reason God saves us, to make us like His Son, Jesus Christ. When the
Word comes in and produces this fruit, people’s lives are changed, and not just for a few moments, but
God begins fruit bearing that will continue to the end.
Paul describes this fertile, fruitful soil in 1 Thessalonians 2:13, a wonderful verse: For this reason we also
constantly thank God that when you received the word of God which you heard from us, you accepted it

not as the word of men, but for what it really is, the word of God, which also performs its work in you who
believe.
SO WHAT?
Are you sowing the word? Anyone and everyone can take some seed and sow it out there!
What kind of heart soil do you have? Is the seed of God’s Word growing and producing fruit in your heart
through your genuine faith and following of Christ? Pray that God richly blesses us and causes our
hearts to be so fertile that when we hear His Word, we eagerly receive it and rejoice in it and go and bear
fruit.

