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Intro: Which Soil Are You?
I don’t know if you’ve followed some of the recent stories about well-known Christians who have
renounced their faith. Josh Harris, who wrote the best-selling book, I Kissed Dating Goodbye and several
others, and was the Sr. Pastor of Covenant Life Church in Gaithersburg, MD, moved to Vancouver a few
years ago to go to seminary. But rather than emerge from seminary with a stronger faith, he has
announced that he’s getting divorced and that he does not consider himself a Christian anymore. Another
man, a worship leader named Marty Sampson, who wrote songs like “All I Need is You” and “God Is
Great” and is part of Hillsong United, has also announced that he is losing his faith because of many of
the problems with Christians and theology, concluding that “it’s not for me” and “it’s just another religion
at this point.” Both of which prompted John Cooper, the lead singer for the band Skillet, to write a post
called “What In God’s Name is Happening in Christianity?” in which he called out unnamed people who
were de-converting for being bold and proud in their announcements, rather than humbled and confused.
He exhorted the church to elevate truth over emotion and to look to the Scriptures not to Christian leaders
for our grounding. That post prompted responses and conversation. Of course, now Kanye West is a
Christian and everyone is wondering how real his faith is, and if it will survive the notoriety that
surrounds him.
I’m sure that you’ve known people who seemed to be following Jesus who have turned away and decided
that the Christian faith wasn’t for them. I have known people who taught Sunday School, who brought
others to faith in Christ, who volunteered or were on staff with parachurch ministries who now consider
themselves atheists. There was a young man in my youth group who I prayed with as he committed his
life to Christ in our conference room. Within a couple of years, though, I could tell that he was drifting,
had had some trouble at school, was backing away from church. I had a chance to take him out to lunch
and then take him home, I’ll never forget as we were pulling up to his house, I pulled out a Bible and read
Mark 4 and the parable of the sower and the soils, and I said, “Which soil are you? Are you going to fall
away or will you cling to faith in Christ and thrive?” He assured me that he would not fall away, but his
life since then has not shown any spiritual fruit or inclination to be involved in a church or the work of the
kingdom. His story isn’t over, God’s not done with him yet, so I continue to pray for him. And he’s
certainly not alone in the estimated 60% of kids who grow up in the church who leave it.
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How do we understand when people who claimed to be Christians decide that they’re not anymore? Were
they never Christians to begin with? Were they Christians for a while but then when they decided they
didn’t believe anymore, God removed their salvation from them? Are they still saved against their will?
How do we understand the preservation of our salvation? Today’s passage in Mark chapter 4 is Jesus’
parable that, while it won’t perfectly answer all of those questions, it will give us a good foundation from
which to understand and answer the questions. It deals with 4 types of people who hear the word of
salvation, and what effect it has on them.
Turn with me to Mark 4:1-20 - Again he began to teach beside the sea. And a very large crowd gathered
about him, so that he got into a boat and sat in it on the sea, and the whole crowd was beside the sea on
the land. 2 And he was teaching them many things in parables, and in his teaching he said to
them: 3 “Listen! Behold, a sower went out to sow.4 And as he sowed, some seed fell along the path, and
the birds came and devoured it. 5 Other seed fell on rocky ground, where it did not have much soil, and
immediately it sprang up, since it had no depth of soil. 6 And when the sun rose, it was scorched, and
since it had no root, it withered away. 7 Other seed fell among thorns, and the thorns grew up and choked
it, and it yielded no grain.8 And other seeds fell into good soil and produced grain, growing up and
increasing and yielding thirtyfold and sixtyfold and a hundredfold.” 9 And he said, “He who has ears to
hear, let him hear.” 10 And when he was alone, those around him with the twelve asked him about the
parables.
Can you imagine how baffled they were with this story? They might have thought, “Jesus, thanks
for the agricultural lesson on different types of soil and why seed does or doesn’t grow in them. But we
thought you were all about God and spiritual stuff. Is there something we’re missing with this story?”
11 And he said to them, “To you has been given the secret of the kingdom of God, but for those
outside everything is in parables, 12 so that “‘they may indeed see but not perceive, and may indeed hear
but not understand, lest they should turn and be forgiven.’”
[That’s a quotation from Isaiah 6:9-10]
13 And he said to them, “Do you not understand this parable? How then will you understand all
the parables? 14 The sower sows the word. 15 And these are the ones along the path, where the word is
sown: when they hear, Satan immediately comes and takes away the word that is sown in them. 16 And
these are the ones sown on rocky ground: the ones who, when they hear the word, immediately receive
it with joy. 17 And they have no root in themselves, but endure for a while; then, when tribulation or
persecution arises on account of the word, immediately they fall away. 18 And others are the ones sown
among thorns. They are those who hear the word, 19 but the cares of the world and the deceitfulness of
riches and the desires for other things enter in and choke the word, and it proves unfruitful. 20 But those
that were sown on the good soil are the ones who hear the word and accept it and bear fruit, thirtyfold
and sixtyfold and a hundredfold.”
(“The grass withers and the flower falls, but the word of the Lord endures forever.”)
Prayer: “Almighty, eternal and merciful God, whose Word is a lamp unto our feet and a light unto
our path, open and illuminate our minds, that we may purely and perfectly understand your Word and that
our lives may be conformed to what we have rightly understood, that in nothing we may be displeasing to
your majesty, through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.” –Ulrich Zwingli
I know that your Bible probably calls this the “Parable of the Sower,” though some of the paraphrases call
it the “Parable of Scattered (or Planted) Seed.” But I think it’s best referred to as the “Parable of the
Soils.” The sower and the seed are the same in each case, but the soils change. Parables, of course, are
stories that use everyday objects and events to illustrate deep spiritual truths. They provide insight into
the nature of the kingdom that has come, but they are designed to make sense to those who have receptive
ears and hearts, hiding the truth from those whose hearts are hard or not ready to receive the teaching.
Verses 11-12 highlight the fact that you will not understand unless you are willing to believe: “To you has
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been given the secret of the kingdom of God, but for those outside everything is in parables, 12 so that
“‘they may indeed see but not perceive, and may indeed hear but not understand, lest they should turn
and be forgiven.’” It’s really fascinating that this parable of the soils brings out the truth of the fact that
many people can hear truth but not really grasp it and be changed by it. Because their hearts and lives are
not ready to change, and the Holy Spirit is not at work in them. The very point the parable is illustrating
is proven by people’s ability or inability to understand and apply it.
I. The Sower and The Seed
Let’s start by identifying what the seed is and who the sower is in the parable:
-The Seed is the message of the Gospel. It is the good news that while human beings have sinned
against their holy and righteous Creator, and therefore earned the condemnation and wrath that will result
in eternal punishment and separation from Him, that God has provided a way for humans to be made right
with Him. That way is through believing in Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord, accepting that He died on
the cross for their sins, taking the punishment that was ours and ransoming His people so that their sins
are forgiven and their eternity in heaven is secured. That is the kerygma (the message) or the logos (the
word) - the good news that is sown in the world. Obviously, the message was a little different before
Jesus actually died on the cross – before that, the message/the seed was that the kingdom had come with
Jesus, so repent and believe.
-The Sower is anybody who spreads the message of the Gospel. It is first Jesus Himself. I’m sure
that Jesus told this parable in some sense as a way for His disciples to make sense of what was happening
around Him. The people that should have been listening and responding to Jesus - the religious leaders,
his hometown friends and family – they think he’s insane or demon-possessed; they don’t believe Him.
It’s the lepers, outcasts, fishermen, and notorious sinners who are hearing and responding. How do you
account for how people received Jesus? Either their hearts were prepared and they were good soil, or
their hearts were closed to Him and were some other kind of soil. But the Sower can also be any
Christian who acts as an evangelist, who takes forth the good news and shares it, sowing it in the world.
This would be the apostles first, then all the Christians throughout church history, down to us. If you’ve
been a believer for any length of time, congratulations, you’re a sower.
Now the main point of the parable is the description of the different types of soil. You have to understand
that farmers didn’t necessarily have neat rows that were perfectly slowed to sow their seed like they do
now. In ancient Israel, they would spread seed anywhere on all types of different terrains, it was a
difficult landscape with rocks and hills, hoping to get results in as many places as possible.
II. The (3) Soils That Could Not Receive The Seed
The first soil represents
A. The Hard Heart That Immediately Rejects The Word (vv. 3-4, 15)
3 “Listen! Behold, a sower went out to sow.4 And as he sowed, some seed fell along the path, and the birds
came and devoured it. (And then the explanation in v. 15)
15 And these are the ones along the path, where the word is sown: when they hear, Satan immediately
comes and takes away the word that is sown in them.
I think the key word here is “immediately.” The seed falls on the path that gives no chance to the seed to
take root. Birds snatch the seed up; Satan swoops in and makes sure that the word does not connect. The
message of the Gospel has no chance with this type of soil, this type of heart. There is “spiritual
deafness,” they dismiss the message without any serious contemplation of its legitimacy.
I remember taking a young man out to lunch and shooting pool with him over there at what used to be
called Bunkers. He was in his early twenties, had had some substance and relationship issues, but was
trying to get his life together and was going to church with his family. As we shot pool, I went over the
basics of the Gospel, to which he nodded his head and seemed to follow what I was saying, somewhat
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agreeing with me. But when I asked him if he understood and wanted to commit his life to Jesus, he said,
“Nah, I don’t think that’s for me.” His heart was not ready to hear the word and change. I’m sure all of
you have stories like that, of sharing your faith, trying to tell people about this amazing gift that we have
in our hope in Jesus, but there is no receptivity. Yet. The thing about planting seeds is that you may plant
and see no response, no growth, but another may plant after you and the seed will take root.
The second soil represents the
B. The Shallow Heart That Falls Away After a Time (vv. 5-6, 16-17)
5 Other seed fell on rocky ground, where it did not have much soil, and immediately it sprang up, since it
had no depth of soil. 6 And when the sun rose, it was scorched, and since it had no root, it withered away.
(Then the explanation) 16 And these are the ones sown on rocky ground: the ones who, when they hear the
word, immediately receive it with joy. 17 And they have no root in themselves, but endure for a while; then,
when tribulation or persecution arises on account of the word, immediately they fall away.
These are a difficult group of people to see. They seem to be responsive to the Gospel, they seem to
“receive it with joy.” But it doesn’t last very long. Maybe these are the kids who make emotional
decisions around the campfire at youth retreats or summer camp, but when they get back home they go
back to their old lives. Rarely does someone come to faith in Christ as a teen or an adult, and everyone
around them responds to the news with, “Oh yeah! We’re so glad you’ve become a Christian! That’s
wonderful!” Unless their family and their social circle is mostly Christians who have been praying for
them, it’s more likely that friends and family will not be thrilled, and will try to talk them out of it, or
ridicule their new faith. “Have you joined a cult? Been brainwashed? You’re going to be so lame now.”
We all have pushback like that, times where we have to choose the Lord or the world, and those are
defining moments in our spiritual lives: will we crumble, give in to the world, and deny the faith? Or will
we accept the difficulties, bear up under the hardships, and remain faithful through it? As the old saying
goes, “A smooth sea never made a skilled sailor.” Right? Persevering through trials produces all kinds of
good fruit in our lives. Crumbling under it can show that we were never believers in the first place. Not
always, certainly Christians can doubt and waver and give in. The bottom line is that initial excitement is
not a sign of true faith. Endurance is the sign of true faith.
The third soil represents
C. The Divided Heart That Eventually Falls Away (vv. 7, 18-19)
7 Other seed fell among thorns, and the thorns grew up and choked it, and it yielded no grain.
18 And others are the ones sown among thorns. They are those who hear the word, 19 but the cares of the
world and the deceitfulness of riches and the desires for other things enter in and choke the word, and it
proves unfruitful.
This third soil, this third group is the ones who hear it and seem to be ready to embrace it. But then the
realities and hardships of the Christian life versus the ease and luxury that is available from the world
comes into focus. And it’s just a whole lot easier to love the world and riches and everything else than it
is to make God and His kingdom the first priority in life. The enticing things of the world act as thorns
choking people’s faith out of them.
Our hearts are not made to be able to serve two masters, just as the soil cannot support seed and thorns in
one spot. The thorns will win out, just as the pleasures of the world and the drive to be wealthy will win
out over living your life to please God. Matthew 6:24 – “No one can serve two masters, for either he will
hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve
God and money.” James 4:4 – “…friendship with the world is enmity with God.” You cannot serve God
with a divided heart, both because you can’t manage it and because God will not share His glory and
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allow His servants to serve other masters. You can’t love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul,
mind, and strength when you are using them to pursue money and pleasure! If you are running after the
desires that this world has to offer as the main motivation of your life, you might be totally rejecting the
Lord, as the parable says. You might not be, you might just be getting your priorities out of line, and you
need to make some radical changes.
Do you like to be deceived? Do you like to have people lie to you? I don’t. I don’t like false advertising,
I don’t like feeling like I’m being scammed, I don’t like people that promise one thing and deliver
something else. If you do, then by all means run after money. Pursue it as though it’s going to make you
happy, as though it will satisfy you and make you whole. Because at some point in the future, you’re
either going to wear yourself out trying to get rich or you’re going to realize how deceived you’ve been.
Better to take Jesus at His word when He says that riches are deceitful than have to experience it
firsthand. Does that mean I don’t have to get a job, provide for my family, set aside money for retirement,
all that stuff? No, that’s all right and good, responsible living. It’s the setting your heart on gaining what
you’ll never be satisfied with. No matter how much treasure you amass on earth, it won’t compare at all
to the treasures and pleasures in heaven.
So, three soils that do not receive the seed and produce no crop. Thankfully, Jesus says that there’s one
more kind:
III. The Fruitful Heart That Receives, Believes, and Grows (v. 8, 20)
8 And other seeds fell into good soil and produced grain, growing up and increasing and yielding
thirtyfold and sixtyfold and a hundredfold.”
20 But those that were sown on the good soil are the ones who hear the word and accept it and bear
fruit, thirtyfold and sixtyfold and a hundredfold.
Good soil is the only place that the Gospel will land, take root, and produce a harvest. The good soil is
not good because there are people who have achieved some level of righteousness and made their souls
acceptable. No, every human being is fallen and undeserving and by nature bad soil. It becomes good
soil because of the supernatural work on the soul by the Holy Spirit. That’s not totally explained in the
parable, but the rest of the Scriptures explain it: Titus 3:5, for instance, says, “(God) saved us, not
because of works done by us in righteousness, but according to His own mercy, by the washing of
regeneration and renewal of the Holy Spirit.”
Hardships and persecution don’t deter these people that have been made into good soil. Personal desires,
sinful greed and cravings don’t distract and derail them. The Word takes root and changes them. My
favorite Session meetings are when we get to meet with people for their new member interviews and we
get to hear their testimonies. God has been so creative in how He’s working in people’s hearts and lives
in this church to bring them to saving faith in Christ. What a joy to hear how the Lord changed a person’s
heart from a heart of stone to a heart of flesh and bestowed salvation on them.
What is the crop, the grain, that is produced from this good soil receiving the seed? It is probably the
fruits of the Spirit described in Galatians chapter 5 – love, joy, peace, patience, goodness, kindness,
faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. But it’s also the benefits of those things when they are
exercised. Every time you show love to someone, every selfless act done for God’s glory; every time that
a Christian could have gotten impatient or mean; angry or rough, but they chose patience, gentleness –
those things produce reactions in other people and bear beautiful fruit in spreading the love of Jesus.
It can also refer to the idea in Ephesians 2:10 that, “For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus
for good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them.” Actions that we take in
obedience to God, and the good that it spreads in this world. Everything from intense missions work to
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the little actions that bring shalom and healing to the world. And Jesus in John 15:5 promises that we will
bear fruit: “The one who remains in Me and I in him produces much fruit.”
REFLECTIONS ON THE PARABLE
One of the hardest things about this parable is that it sounds like people are losing their salvation, and as
good Calvinists who believe in “once saved, always saved” and “perseverance of the saints,” we struggle
with what it’s saying. But I think we have to consider the nature of what sown seed means. When the
parable says that the sower sowed seed, it means that the Word of God went forth and was proclaimed,
whether that’s the preaching and teaching in a church, or the winsome conversation explaining the faith to
unbelievers. It does not mean that the Word was grasped and that someone came to faith in Christ; if that
was so, the parable would have said, the seed sunk deep and produced fruit. Colossians 1:21-23a reminds
us that, “21 And you, who once were alienated and hostile in mind, doing evil deeds, 22 he has now
reconciled in his body of flesh by his death, in order to present you holy and blameless and above
reproach before him, 23 if indeed you continue in the faith, stable and steadfast, not shifting from the hope
of the gospel that you heard...” Clearly, there is a strong emphasis in the NT on “continuing in the faith,”
“pressing on,” and “persevering” – as evidence of salvation!
Conclusion: So we come back to the question that I posed to my friend:
1) Which Soil are you?
Please do not move on in the book of Mark without thinking about the nature of salvation, and making
sure that you have experienced regeneration, the new birth. 1 Peter 2:10a says, “Therefore, brothers, be
all the more diligent to confirm your calling and election.” As a pastor, I never want to make the truly
saved doubt their salvation (“these things are written that you might believe”). But I also don’t want to
falsely assure someone who has never experienced the new birth that they are saved when they really
aren’t. It’s not enough to just pray a prayer or tell people that you’re a Christian. R.C. Sproul reminds us
that, “No one is justified by a profession of faith. We must possess the faith we profess if we are to be
justified.”1 People can sit in church and go through the motions for a long time, like decades, without
realizing the call of Jesus to be born again.
The difference between the converted, regenerated, saved new life and the unconverted, unregenerate old
life should be profound. We are given a new self, a new nature altogether, and long for the things of the
Spirit rather than the things of the flesh. We’re not perfect, not instantly sanctified, after coming to faith
in Christ. But we’re new creations, growing and changing, hating our sin but loving our Savior.
-If you know that you have been given eternal life and a new self, praise God that He has made your soul
into good soil! Look for ways that your life is producing fruit.
-If you are not sure whether you have received the new life in Christ, please come to me or Dave or
Frank, or any of the leaders or members of this church that you feel comfortable talking to.
2) As We Go Out To Sow
To those who already believe: the one thing that I don’t want you to come away with from this parable is
excuses not to sow the word: We can’t think things like “He is just hard soil and will never hear the
Gospel” or “she is only worried about money and worldly things and would just never become a follower
of Jesus.” We don’t get to make those judgments, number one, and two, God works miracles in the
hardest of hearts. Hardened criminals, people on the verge of suicide, mass-murderers, terrorists, and
addicts have all come to faith in Jesus Christ, having their hearts renewed by the Holy Spirit.
Additionally, what we see on the outside is never the full picture – we don’t know how far someone is
from believing in God and coming into the kingdom. A self-righteous person that is an upstanding pillar
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of the community can be far away from the kingdom because they don’t think they have a sin problem;
whereas a drug addict or convicted felon gets the whole depravity thing. I’ve always said that atheists and
people who seem hostile to the gospel could be closer to the kingdom than people who have a little bit of
religion and think that’s enough. Our obligation is to sow the seed and leave the harvest to God.
This parable should be a huge encouragement to us in our witnessing and Gospel-sharing endeavors; our
sowing! If we know ahead of time that more people do not have a soul, or a soil, that will accept the
message of the Gospel, then we will not be discouraged when people ignore us or are not persuaded, or it
seems to take hold but later drops away. But if we know that every once in a while, we find that the
message that we speak finds good soil, it is exciting to think that that soil will multiply and produce great
fruit – thirty, sixty, even a hundredfold.
He who has ears, let him hear. Let’s pray.

Benediction
Ephesians 3:17-19
17 … may [Christ] dwell in your hearts through faith—that you, being rooted and grounded in love, 18 may
have strength to comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and length and height and
depth, 19 and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, that you may be filled with all the
fullness of God.
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