The Parable of the Sower
Reading: Mark 4:1-20

Introduction

How do we react to things we hear?
When we hear something on the news – maybe a natural disaster or some social ill, do we store it away in our mental filing cabinet? Do we say, there’s so much evil in the world, it’s pointless trying to change it? Maybe we think, someone else will do something about it. Or, perhaps we’ll be moved to action.

Christians, politicians, and even pop stars have been moved to action when the things they’ve seen and heard. When the doors of Romania opened, many responded, including Christians, to the needs of the people. Others have started civil rights movements, joined in marches and so on. Some have done nothing and stayed at home.

We all react differently to the same words or events.

In the Bible, Nehemiah responded to news from Jerusalem. Paul responded to vision of world evangelism. But Demas returned to the world. There are world changers and there are couch potatoes. 

And how do we respond to the words of Jesus? Jesus anticated different kinds of reaction to his teaching as shown in the passage in Mark’s Gospel that has been read.

Context – The Teaching Ministry of Jesus

Verse 1

Again Jesus began to teach by the lake. The crowd that gathered around him was so large that he got into a boat and sat in it out on the lake, while all the people were along the shore at the water's edge.

Jesus’ ministry – teacher. He was a communicator of God’s truth. He was also healed and cast out demons.  
Verses 2,3
2 He taught them many things by parables, and in his teaching said: 3 "Listen! A farmer went out to sow his seed.
Jesus taught using parables. What is a parable?

According to the Wikipedia, a parable is a brief, succinct story, in prose or verse,  that illustrates a moral or religious lesson.
Simply put, it is an earthly story with a heavenly meaning. In the parable we are looking at today, Jesus takes a common day occurrence and uses it as an teaching opportunity. 
At least 30 parables in the teaching of Jesus as recorded in the Gospels.

Mark 4 contains four parables. At the end of the section, we are told

33 With many similar parables Jesus spoke the word to them, as much as they could understand. 34 He did not say anything to them without using a parable. But when he was alone with his own disciples, he explained everything.
Mark 4:33-34

Parables differ from fables which include animals, plants, inanimate objects, and forces of nature as actors that assume speech and other powers of humankind.

On the other hand, parables differ from allegories which are more elaborate tales in which all or most of the details have a counterpart in the explanation.

Parables generally have one main point or focus. To fail to see this can lead to confusion.

Let me illustrate this by describing how Augustine interpreted the parable of the Good Samaritan.

Thankfully when we come to the parable of the sower, we have Jesus’ own interpretation.

But before we do that, let’s look at what the parable says. There are five parts to the parable.
Part 1 – Seed falling on the path

Verse 4

As he was scattering the seed, some fell along the path, and the birds came and ate it up.

Part 2 – Seed falling on the rocky ground

Verses 5,6

5 Some fell on rocky places, where it did not have much soil. It sprang up quickly, because the soil was shallow. 6 But when the sun came up, the plants were scorched, and they withered because they had no root.
Part 3 – Seed falling among thorns

Verse 7
Other seed fell among thorns, which grew up and choked the plants, so that they did not bear grain.

Part 4 – Seed falling on good soil

Verse 8
Still other seed fell on good soil. It came up, grew and produced a crop, multiplying thirty, sixty, or even a hundred times."

There are three factors in each of these scenarios – Sower, Seed, and Soil.
What differs? The soil. Hence some commentators prefer to call this parable the parable of the soils.

Part 5 – Exhortation to hear and hear well

Verse 9

Then Jesus said, "He who has ears to hear, let him hear."

Just think. You are one of the crowd. You go and hear this new teacher who everyone is listening to and he tells you this parable. You get it, but you don’t! Yes, everyone knows there’s wastage in planting. But what’s the big deal? Duh!!
Maybe you think you’d have got it if you were there 2,000 years ago. The truth is you probably wouldn’t have. His disciples didn’t.

Verse 10

When he was alone, the Twelve and the others around him asked him about the parables.

But the disciples weren’t happy to leave it there. They waited until they were alone with Jesus and effectively said, Listen, Jesus, what are you talking about?
The reference to parables (plural) indicates that this happened after he told them other parables. However, Mark wants to keep the parable and its interpretation together for the sake of the reader.

And so now we have Jesus’ take on the parable.  But first we have some general remarks about his teaching.
Verses 11,12

11 He told them, "The secret of the kingdom of God has been given to you. But to those on the outside everything is said in parables 12 so that, " 'they may be ever seeing but never perceiving, and ever hearing but never understanding; otherwise they might turn and be forgiven!'"
This can be difficult to grasp hold of. Jesus said some difficult things. Do you want me to give a sermon – lite?!

Point 1 – Many of the Parables are about the Kingdom of God.

This is only the second of fourteen references to the kingdom of God in Mark’s Gospel. Those of you who cross-reference Matthew’s Gospel will discover that Matthew uses the term kingdom of heaven because of his intended Jewish readers.
But what is the kingdom of God? We first encounter it in Mark 1:14-15. It is the rule of God in and through the life and ministry of Jesus Christ.

The kingdom has various aspects. 
The parable of the lampstand  - passing the message on

Parable of the growing seed - Growth

Parable of the Mustard seed - Inclusion
The church is the present day community of the kingdom. It is our task to work for the kingdom. “Thy kingdom come”.

Point 2 – There is a division between those who are privileged to receive this teaching and those who are not.

There are different degrees and levels of teaching.

The depth to which we go as disciples combines divine calling and our availability.

This small group of disciples had the privilege of being able to talk to Jesus face to face and for explanations of what puzzled them.

Point 3 – Those on the outside who hear the words of Jesus and fail to grasp them will only be presented with more parables which they fail to understand and eventually all spiritual interest will disappear.

The only remedy is to move from the outside to the inside.

Having made these observations, we can move to the explanation of the parable.

Verse 13

Then Jesus said to them, "Don't you understand this parable? How then will you understand any parable?

There is one final point.

Point 4 – The interpretation of this parable is key to our understanding the others
And as we look at the world around us, the society in which we live, the very order of things, we realize that God has not left us without witness to himself and his kingdom.
Nature, human society etc all point to the creator and his kingdom.
Verse 14

The farmer sows the word.

Here we have the identification of two elements – farmer and seed – as preacher and God’s message. 

All that remains is the interpretation of the soils.

1. Seed on the Path - I cannot understand the message
Verse 15

Some people are like seed along the path, where the word is sown. As soon as they hear it, Satan comes and takes away the word that was sown in them.

There is blindness, there is deception. Even if they hear the word of God they are unable to respond.

The apostle Paul could write these words about those who had heard the message of salvation but had never received it.
3 And even if our gospel is veiled, it is veiled to those who are perishing. 4 The god of this age has blinded the minds of unbelievers, so that they cannot see the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God.
2 Cor 4:3,4

Let me give you an illustration.

A few nights ago, we watched Amazing Grace, a film about William Wilberforce a Christian who spent most of his life working for the abolition of slavery throughout the British Empire.

One of Wilberforce’s closest friends was William Pitt the younger who became Britain’s youngest prime minister.

Now, there was a great preacher named Richard Cecil in London and Wilberforce's desire was for his friend to hear this man. Every time Wilberforce asked Pitt to join him in worship, there were duties of state. . . there were schedules. . . there were agendas to keep. . . .he just never could make it. But one day to the surprise of 

Wilberforce, William Pitt said, "I'm ready to go to church with you." So they 

went to hear Richard Cecil Wilberforce prayed that Richard Cecil would be at his best. And Wilberforce was not disappointed - Cecil was at his best as he proclaimed Christ that day. Wilberforce prayed that his friend’s heart would be opened and that he would become a Christian. But as the two men left the worship service, William Pitt turned to his dear friend, Wilberforce, and said, "You know, I didn't get anything out of that at all. I didn't understand a thing he said!" Now, this was a brilliant prime 

minister of England. But they were talking about spiritual things and he was spiritually blind - there was hardness of heart, insensitivity of heart, despite Pitt’s great intellect.

Are we spiritually blind? I hope not.

2. Seed on the Rocky Places - No staying power
Verses 16,17

16 Others, like seed sown on rocky places, hear the word and at once receive it with joy. 17 But since they have no root, they last only a short time. When trouble or persecution comes because of the word, they quickly fall away.
We all know people like this. They are soundly saved, or so they appear to be. 

But they don’t last the course.

Now the root of the issue is given in verse 17 - they have no root.      

This is why the Christian disciplines are so important, particularly prayer and bible study, because it is these that promote depth in our Christian lives.

Have we started well? Then get those roots down.

3. Seed among Thorns - Reacting to circumstances
Verses 18,19

18 Still others, like seed sown among thorns, hear the word; 19 but the worries of this life, the deceitfulness of wealth and the desires for other things come in and choke the word, making it unfruitful.
The thorns here represent three things that paralyse us as Christians. Worries and cares can paralyse us. 

In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus teaches about worry. In effect, He tells us not to.

31 So do not worry, saying, 'What shall we eat?' or 'What shall we drink?' or 'What shall we wear?' 32 For the pagans run after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them. 33 But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well. 34 Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own.
In other words, don’t worry. Worry is pagan and an affront to God.

And then there’s money. Paul writing to Timothy, a younger minister of the Gospel, says this,

For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil. Some people, eager for money, have wandered from the faith and pierced themselves with many griefs.

1 Timothy 6:10

And then there’s Demas, a part of Paul’s apostolic team. And yet, when Paul writes to Timothy, he says, Demas, because he loved this world, has deserted me and has gone to Thessalonica (2 Tim 4:10).
Are the concerns of this world choking our spiritual life?

4. Seed on Good Soil - Bearers of fruit
Verse 20

Others, like seed sown on good soil, hear the word, accept it, and produce a crop—thirty, sixty or even a hundred times what was sown."

There is an alternative to spiritual blindness, lack of depth, and the unfruitful life. 

It’s being a fruitful Christian. It involves three basic activities – hearing God’s Word, accepting God’s Word, and acting on God’s Word which is the key to spiritual fruitfulness.

But God is calling us to spiritual fruitfulness. But even here there are degrees - 30-fold, 60-fold, 100-fold. How fruitful are we? Can we be more fruitful?
2 Peter 1:3-11 contains the key to deep spiritual growth.

3 His divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness through our knowledge of him who called us by his own glory and goodness. 4 Through these he has given us his very great and precious promises, so that through them you may participate in the divine nature and escape the corruption in the world caused by evil desires. 

5 For this very reason, make every effort to add to your faith goodness; and to goodness, knowledge; 6 and to knowledge, self-control; and to self-control, perseverance; and to perseverance, godliness; 7 and to godliness, brotherly kindness; and to brotherly kindness, love. 8 For if you possess these qualities in increasing measure, they will keep you from being ineffective and unproductive in your knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ. 9 But if anyone does not have them, he is nearsighted and blind, and has forgotten that he has been cleansed from his past sins. 

10 Therefore, my brothers, be all the more eager to make your calling and election sure. For if you do these things, you will never fall, 11 and you will receive a rich welcome into the eternal kingdom of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ.
In other words, discipline – daily, dogged, discipline. But discipline combined with vision.
We can be fruit-bearers - in prayer, in ministry, in evangelism. And then, God opens doors. David Hathaway was speaking on Friday night on how God opened doors in Russia. We can be fruitful in our calling. 

Conclusion

Wherever we are in our spiritual journey, this parable has an application for all of us. 
Have we ears to hear?
Jesus is challenging us to go deeper. If you’re a young Christian, you need to develop a disciplined Christian lifestyle. If you’re a Christian of longer standing whose spiritual life is choked by care and worry, materialism or the desire for riches, there is the call for trust and renewal. If you’re a fruitful Christian who God is using, you can grow more fruitful. If you’re not a Christian at all, seek God for his understanding and for an awakening of spiritual life.

The challenge to us all is to be those who hear God’s Word, welcome God’s Word and obey God’s Word. 
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