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Stories of the Kingdom: The Sower – Mark 4:1-20 
WCP 

Intro 
It’s a message that everyone desperately needs to hear, and how you hear it can mean 

the difference between life and death; and yet – for all its importance – it’s a message that 
many ignore and, in some cases, are even hostile towards. I’m speaking, of course, about the 
safety message that flight attendants give before the airplane takes off. 

It’s a phenomenon that continues to baffle me: that although we’re all strapped into 
(basically) a tin can with wings, that’s about to be suspended thousands of feet in the air and 
travelling at hundreds of miles per hour; and here you have someone trying to walk you 
through what to do in the event of an emergency so that you have the greatest chance of not 
dying, that – if you look around the plane – you’ll see the majority of people are still completely 
ignoring them and, in a lot of cases, annoyed that they even have to listen!  

But here’s my question in light of that strange reality: whether it’s due to indifference or 
the simple belief that they already know what’s going to be said so they don’t have to listen, 
can that flight attendant simply choose to not give the safety message at the beginning of the 
flight b/c she presumes that no one is going to listen to her anyways?  No, right?  Aviation 
regulations require that all passengers be orally briefed on safety procedures before take-off 
regardless of how well the flight attendant believes the message will be received. And as it 
relates to receiving the message, there’s been all kinds of interesting studies done about 
different strategies to help ensure passengers still hear and retain that safety information 
should an emergency actually occur; but, regardless of what the strategy is, it seems – in almost 
every case – that the degree to which a passenger paid attention to the safety message i.e. how 
well they heard/received the message, had a direct correlation to how effective the message 
was in actually helping passengers to survive an emergency.   

 
We’re continuing in our teaching series through the parables of Jesus this morning 

entitled Stories of the Kingdom; looking at some of the stories Jesus told during His earthly 
ministry in order to teach us about the Kingdom of God; teaching us about what kinds of things 
are valued in that Kingdom, as well as about the kinds of things that are despised there. 

And in this fairly well-known story of Jesus’ – often called simply the parable of the 
Sower – it becomes clear pretty quickly that what is valued/brings about entry into God’s 
Kingdom is receiving the message of salvation deeply into an open heart; and – conversely – 
what is despised/denies us entry into the Kingdom is either a shallow reception of the message 
or not receiving it at all. For – just as we saw with the pre-flight safety message – Jesus wants us 
to know as well that how the message of the gospel is received has a direct correlation to the 
effectiveness of that message to truly transform a person.  And so, on the one hand, Jesus story 
is a call for us all to consider how it is that we are hearing the gospel.   
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But along with that call – and also just as we saw with the pre-flight safety message – we 
see that another value in the Kingdom of God is also a broadness/freedom in the sowing of the 
message, without presuming on/prejudging the receptivity (or not) of the hearer.   

And I think both of those things are really important for us to consider as we look at our 
passage this morning.  B/c, if we truly believe that the message of the gospel has the power to 
transform someone, we have to consider both how the seed of the gospel is received and 
where it is sowed; and – if we’re honest – I think far too often, as those who’ve been 
transformed by the gospel ourselves, we might give attention to how the message is received, 
but for some reason we see no problem whatsoever restricting where the message is 
sowed/sowing as sparingly as possible; like we needed a guarantee of good soil first, or we’re 
not willing to sow the message at all. 

And so, in order to help guard us against presuming on the receptivity of the soil as well 
as encouraging us to consider how we are receiving the message ourselves, I want to look at 
Jesus’ story in our passage this morning in just two ways.  First, I want to look at Deepening our 
soil knowledge and then we’ll talk about Developing our practice of sowing (x2). 

So, if you’ve closed your bibles, open them again with me to Mark 4 and follow along 
with me as we look at this next story of the Kingdom. 
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So, let’s look first of all at: 
1. Deepening our soil knowledge 
Look with me first of all at vs. 1.  Here Mark sets the context for Jesus’ teaching; telling us 

that Jesus is teaching by a lake, and there was such a large crowd gathered around Jesus to 
hear Him speak, that He has to get into a boat and go out on the water a little ways to teach 
them all while the people listen from the shore. In vs. 2 we learn, again, that these 
stories/parables were one of Jesus’ primary teaching methods when He was speaking to the 
crowds. 

Then in vss. 3-8 Mark records Jesus’ story about a farmer sowing seed in his field; let’s read 
through Jesus’ parable one more time, just so we have it clearly in our minds.  Jesus says (READ 
vss. 3-8); and closing out His story with a phrase He uses regularly in His teaching (READ vs. 9). 

Now, for those of you who might not know me that well yet, I’ll just go ahead and let you 
know right from the start that I know very little about the subject of farming/soil/gardening; 
particularly as compared to some of the super-gardeners in here.  I know some of the basics, 
sure, but you take me to one of those lawn/garden supply depots, for instance, where you can 
choose from five different types of soil to fill those plastic bags to take home and work on your 
yard; they pretty much just look like five different piles of dirt to me except for the fact that 
they have five different signs in front of them. 

So, if you share my level of understanding when it comes to these kind of things, you’re 
probably equally glad that Jesus keeps it pretty basic when He tells this parable about the 
sower going out into his field to sow. 

But what’s interesting to note is that everyone ends up equally glad for Jesus’ deeper 
explanation of His story in vss. 14-20 b/c – even if you do have a great deal more knowledge 
about agriculture – on the surface of it, Jesus’ story: it’s factual/follows a logical order, but it 
doesn’t seem to mean anything; like something out of the files from Captain Obvious. Then, He 
just closes this apparently meaningless story by telling everyone that whoever has ears to hear 
should hear Him. Which, if you’re like me, adds a kind of hilarious tone to vs. 10 where we read 
(READ vs. 10).  I always used to read that like the disciples were all seated around Jesus with 
their laptops open ready to take notes as He explained; but, when you think about the super-
random nature of Jesus’ story, I think it was more like when you tell an embarrassing story at a 
party and your spouse waits until the last guest is gone, closes the door and then says, “What in 
the world was that?!?”  I can see the disciples being like, “Ummm … Jesus … everybody there 
had ears and we could all hear you, but nobody had a clue of what you were talking about!  
What was that parable even about anyways?” 

In vss. 11-12 Jesus clearly explains, firstly, the reason behind His teaching in parables. I 
dedicated the whole first sermon in this teaching series to helping us understand that reason; I 
don’t have time to go through it all again with you this morning but – if you missed that first 
Sunday – I’d strongly encourage you to go back this week and listen/watch through that 
message on our website, b/c – as I said – it’s foundational to all of Jesus’ parables to see that 
there is – simultaneously - both a revealing as well as a concealing nature to them; and Jesus is 



 
 

3320 Crown St., Vancouver, B.C., V6S 2L5 Phone: 604-224-1031                                                                
Fax: 604-224-1031 E-Mail: office@dhbc.ca 

4 

purposely teaching in such a way that His stories can be understood, but only as the listener 
seeks to understand the knowledge of the secrets of the Kingdom from Him; go anywhere else, 
and the truth of what He’s teaching remains concealed. 

But, thankfully, Jesus does reveal the Kingdom secrets locked in His seemingly meaningless 
story for His disciples when they come and ask Him about it; and we now get to benefit directly 
from that. Let’s quickly read through Jesus’ explanation of His parable again in vss. 14-20 as 
well, and then we’ll talk about what this could mean for us in our lives today. Jesus says (READ 
vss. 14-20). 

 
So, what Jesus reveals is that what He was actually describing in His parable was what 

growth looks like in the Kingdom of God.  You see in vs. 14 the “seed” that the farmer is sowing, 
this is the word (Greek = logos) which (here) means the message of the gospel of faith in Jesus 
for the forgiveness of our sins.  And in the verses that follow, the different soils represent the 
different ways that gospel message is heard/received as it is “sown”/spoken; one commentator 
helpfully divided these four soils into four different response categories: Dismissive, Shallow, 
Divided, and Deep.  I want to take a minute and develop each of those quickly b/c it will help us 
in our goal of deepening our soil knowledge.  

If you look at vs. 15, here we see a Dismissive receiving of the gospel message, where the 
seed never penetrates the surface of the heart, but is stolen away by Satan. You see this today 
anytime someone hears the gospel and rejects it out of hand: “Nope! That sounds 
ridiculous/makes no sense,” maybe they say; “you sound like you’re part of some crazy 
cult/religious nut-jobs”; “I don’t have time to waste on children’s fairy tales/no thank you!” 
Some of you who came to faith later in life may still remember responding to the message of 
the gospel like that; maybe you’re here today and that’s what you’re think right now.  Jesus 
says the reason behind this reception of the gospel is not that Christians are somehow 
smarter/more enlightened people; it’s that the seed has been stolen/blocked/explained away 
before it’s had the chance to penetrate the surface of the heart, and therefore, no growth can 
take place. 

If you look now at vss. 16-17 you see a Shallow receiving of the gospel message; where the 
seed does penetrate the surface of the heart, but not deeply enough.  You this today with the 
person who receives the gospel message gladly/passionately/“this is the most incredible thing 
ever; Jesus has changed my life!”  But, notice: b/c the seed is not received deeply and has no 
roots so the plant can be nourished/fed, the baking hot sun of persecution/suffering reveals 
that their reception of the gospel was not truly genuine, but self-serving only. Let them be 
ridiculed/excluded b/c of their faith; let them experience illness/difficulty and not be 
healed/delivered; challenge them in even the smallest way about a deep rooted sin their life, 
and they’re done with Christianity/church/bible, telling people about how they “tried 
Christianity” but it didn’t “work” for them. Pastor/author Tim Keller describes it this way, “They 
had never transferred their trust from themselves to the Savior. They had never transferred 
kingship of their lives from themselves to Jesus. They had kept it all along, and they thought, 
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‘Jesus is going to change me,’ but they thought that their primary problem was that they were a 
sufferer in need of a solution, when their real problem is that they’re a sinner in need of a 
Savior.” 

In vss. 18-19 we’re shown a Divided receiving of the gospel message, where the seed does 
penetrate the surface of the heart and it does grow deep roots revealing the true nature of the 
plant.  The problem here is that that genuine planting is surrounded by thorns that choke it 
out/restrict its growth/fruitfulness.  The scary thing about this description is that – while it’s 
easy to see that the first two soils are not genuine believers – this third scenario is clearly 
describing someone who has genuinely received the gospel message/has grown roots down, 
but whose growth is being choked out by all these various things: worries of life/deceitfulness 
of wealth/desires for other things, and so they remain unfruitful.  I can’t even tell you often you 
see this scenario is played out in the church today, or how often even I’ve seen this played out 
in my own life.  And the key issue underneath this choking out/lack of growth, as Keller – again 
– says so well, “In this group, people’s lives are committed to Christ, but Christ shares control 
with things. There’s a division.  They worship God; they worship Christ, and they worship these 
other things.” That’s the thorny soil. 

Finally in vs. 20 Jesus talks about a Deep receiving of the gospel message, where the seed 
penetrates deeply into the heart, roots are also deeply embedded, and - although thorns may 
try to choke it - this plant grows up strong and produces a crop – 30, 60, 100 times what was 
sown. And I know this is the ideal/that if you are genuinely seeking to follow Jesus, this is what 
we’re all aiming for.  But the simple question we have to answer here is: what is it that causes 
soil to become good/ideal for planting seed? It’s not everything, but surely something essential 
for soil to become good/to receive seeds deeply, is plowing/breaking up the ground. 

The other day I was about to plant some grass seed on some bare patches on our lawn, 
before my wife – who does know more about planting – said, “You know you can’t just put that 
seed on the lawn right?  You have to break up the ground first so that the seed can get in deep 
and actually grow.” 

Carry that analogy through to the heart receiving the gospel message; what is that makes 
the soil of our hearts good/able to deeply receive the seed of the gospel and support growth? 
Plowing/weeding/breaking up the hard earth; the very thing that the hard path is so resistant 
to and the thing that causes the seed planted in the shallow soil to fall away; but in the good 
soil, it only pushes the seed down even more deeply.  And we need to remind one another 
often that the deep plowing/pruning/weeding from God in your life is not His punishment; it’s 
His loving cultivation of the soil of your heart so that the seed of the gospel can penetrate 
deeper and deeper, and also bring about the growth He wants to produce in and through you. 
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App 
But I want to go back for a minute and talk about that third soil in particular b/c – sure – 

if you’re here today and would call yourself a Christian, you might desire to be like that good 
soil producing this large harvest, and yet - often times – we can all still find ourselves stuck in 
the category of the thorny soil.  I just want to press into that b/c - if that’s where you find 
yourself this morning - there can be one of two things going on, and it’s pretty important that 
we try and discern which one it is: 

1. For some of us, we can see that we’re not growing/producing fruit (and, BTW, when 
the bible talks about “producing fruit” it means being a witness for Jesus and making 
disciples like He’s called us all to, but it also means spiritual maturity in your own 
life/cultivating the fruit of the Spirit that Paul talks about in Galatians 5:22-23) but 
we long to be. If that’s where you’re at this morning, my encouragement to you 
would be to take an honest look at your life/seek the input of some trusted Christian 
friends/spouse/etc. and ask yourself: what am I asking Jesus to share control of my 
life with? What are the things in my life that I give equal/even greater priority to 
than Jesus?  Maybe it’s your career/a relationship/your kids/etc. and you know that 
when God is calling you to do something/Holy Spirit is speaking to your heart about 
something, if you get a “call” from whatever that thing/person is, you know 
Jesus/gathering with God’s people/time in God’s word or in prayer gets put “on 
hold”/ “sorry Jesus, I gotta take this call!” Whatever that thing is, that’s the thing 
that’s choking you out right now and keeping you from producing fruit.  No, it 
doesn’t mean for a second that those other things aren’t good/important/necessary; 
but when they’re given equal/superior control in your life to Jesus, they end up 
restricting your growth/keeping you stuck. In Heb. 12 (a passage you maybe familiar 
with) God’s call is clear: “Let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so 
easily entangles, and let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us; fixing 
our eyes on Jesus, the Author and Perfecter of our faith.” 

2. The other thing that can be going on though, if we find that we’re stuck in that 
third/thorny soil is this: we can see that we’re not growing/producing fruit/stuck, 
and we’re fine with it/not interested in doing anything about changing that reality.  
If that’s where you’re at this morning, I think it would be equally important for you 
to take a hard look at your life/seek the input of some trusted Christian 
friends/spouse/etc. and ask yourself: does Jesus have any control over my life or is 
He just something I’ve added on to a life that is still controlled/directed entirely by 
me? In 1 Cor. 9:24 the apostle Paul states, “Do you not know that in a race all the 
runners run, but only one gets the prize? Run in such a way as to get the prize!” If 
you’re saying you’re in the race, but you’re completely indifferent to winning the 
prize; if you’re saying you’re just stuck in the thorny soil, but you’re completely 
unconcerned about growth/producing any fruit; content to just keep coasting along 
in your Christianity; I’d say it’s worth investigating whether you’re truly rooted in the 
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third soil at all, or if you’re actually planted in the shallow soil and the heat of the 
sun just hasn’t reached you yet. 

In John 15, Jesus describes our relationship to Him with another gardening analogy: 
speaking of Himself as a Vine and us as the branches connected to the Vine.  And He says in vs. 
5, “I am the vine; you are the branches.  If a man remains in me and I in him, he will bear much 
fruit.” Concluding in vs. 8 “This is to my Father’s glory, that you bear much fruit, showing 
yourselves to be my disciples.” 

Which means to be a disciple of Jesus/truly rooted in Him and in His Kingdom, 
growing/producing fruit has to be our continued desire.  God is gracious/patient with us and is 
willing to walk the life-long path of helping us clear away the thorns that come in and try to 
restrict our growth/keep us fruitless.  But one of the key things Jesus’ parable shows us here as 
well is how incredibly important it is for us to deepen our soil knowledge/to discern what type 
of soil we’re truly planted, b/c it has everything to do with our place in His Kingdom. 
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Ok, so that’s Deepening our soil knowledge.  That was a lot, and we’ll spend much less time on 
this last point; but understanding where you’re truly planted is a question with eternal 
significance and so I think it’s absolutely worth that time invested.  The last thing I want to look 
at very quickly from Jesus’ parable is: 

2. Developing our practice of sowing 
This is something we touched on two weeks ago when we looked at Jesus’ parable of the 

Great Banquet; and it also relates to what we said as we began about the flight attendant giving 
the safety briefing before take-off on each flight. 

And where you see it here in the parable of the Sower is in noticing a detail that’s so 
obvious it’s also easy to miss; and it’s this: did you notice back in vss. 3-4a of our passage how, 
when the farmer goes out to sow, he scatters the seed on all four of these different types of 
soil?  If you transfer this into your own backyard garden today, this would be like planting seeds 
in the nice rich garden soil that you tilled up/mixed in compost/etc. but also planting it on that 
un-weeded section, on the lawn, and even on that hard-packed section by the fence posts!  I 
mean, the way the sower sows seed in Jesus’ parable looks foolish/even wasteful when you 
think about it; completely contrary to how you’d think someone who understood agriculture 
would act.   
App 

And I think the simple, yet powerful, truth that Jesus also wants to teach us about what is 
valued in His Kingdom, is that we are to sow freely/prodigally in every single place we can 
without pre-judging which kind of soil we think will/will not receive the seed. 

Again, we talked about this two weeks ago when we said that we are to send out God’s 
invitation to the Kingdom as broadly as He sends it out, without deciding for God who will/will 
not accept it; the flight attendant is to give her pre-flight safety briefing to every passenger 
regardless of who she believes is paying attention/already knows what she’s going to say. 

And the question Jesus asks us once again in this parable today is now: where are you not 
sowing the seed of the gospel b/c you’ve decided for God what kind of soil that person’s heart 
has, and that the seed couldn’t/shouldn’t grow there?  Jesus’ call here is to sow the seed/keep 
on sowing it, regardless of how receptive/able to receive the seed the soil appears to you.  Yes, 
the type of soil the seed lands on matters - we saw that clearly in the first point - but we also 
don’t have any idea how God has already been working to break up the soil in that person’s 
heart.  So scatter the seed as freely/wastefully as God gives you opportunity, with the 
trust/expectation that He will bring about the growth/harvest in the lives of those that He’s 
calling to Himself. 
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Conclusion 
As we close this morning, the last thing I want to leave you with is a reminder of the 

incredible power contained inside this seed God has called us to sow. We often lose our 
wonder at the amazing potential contained inside a tiny seed; that everything necessary for 
that plant/vegetable/tree is already contained inside.  And I think, in the very same way – either 
b/c of an overfamiliarity with the gospel, or, b/c we’ve been sowing it in the life of a 
friend/loved one for a long time and it keeps getting stolen away – we can lose sight of the 
incredible transforming power contained in the gospel message. 

But in Romans 1:16 the apostle Paul reminds us, “I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it 
is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes.”  Did you hear that?  That simple 
gospel seed - that we are called to sow and that we sometimes can lose our wonder 
of/confidence in - contains the very power of God to transform a life. That’s what we’re given 
to sow and that’s why we can have confidence to sow freely/prodigally no matter what the soil 
may look like to us; b/c the power to transform is not in you/your ability to plant, it’s contained 
in the seed itself. 

Let’s pray. 
 
 
 
 

 


