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Mark now presents a change in the preaching style of the Lord Jesus Christ. This is in the 
form of a parable dealing with a common sower and seed.  It is mentioned in three 
Gospel accounts so clearly it has significance.  
 This parable deals with some of the greatest questions in the thoughtful believers 
mind: How is it that Jesus’ earthly family can totally fail to comprehend He is the 
Messiah? How is it that the scribes and Pharisees can slander Christ as being of the devil? 
Why does the same Gospel message have differing effects in different people? Do we 
need a contemporary Gospel that touches people? Is there a problem in the seed? Should 
we change the seed for a more enticing bait? 
 Now every hearer could immediately relate to the facts of this parable. A sower 
going out to sow seed in Palestine was a very familiar sight. Jesus Christ will utilise this 
common scene to teach a deep spiritual truth. As Christ looked at the great multitude 
listening, He knew that they represented a cross-section of the types of ground that the 
seed fell upon. Many were there just to see the miracles – kind of thrill seekers that have 
come to be entertained. We must observe the: 
 
(1) MESSAGE OF THE PARABLE 
 
(2) MEANING OF THE PARABLE 
 

(1) MESSAGE OF THE PARABLE 
 
The Lord Jesus Christ often taught in parables. There are nearly 60 of them in the 
Gospel accounts. The word “parable” literally means “to cast alongside of.” In a parable 
a truth is cast alongside life and we interpret the truth from this comparison. A parable 
takes a common illustration of life and uses that to compare and illustrate the deep things 
of God. However, the discerning reader needs to use caution when trying to interpret the 
parables in the Bible. A parable is not an allegory where every aspect of the story has a 
spiritual meaning. This has resulted in false theological interpretations being taught from 
people taking the parable further than it was originally intended. A parable is designed to 
teach a few significant truths. When these truths are understood, the parable becomes 
clear. 
 The reason why the Lord taught in parables is answered in this chapter. He told 
His disciples, “Unto you it is given to know the mystery of the kingdom of God: but unto them that 
are without, all these things are done in parables: That seeing they may see, and not perceive; and hearing 
they may hear, and not understand; lest at any time they should be converted, and their sins should be 
forgiven them” (v11-12). Now to understand this you need to think through the context. 
The Lord had been exercising a preaching ministry where great signs authenticated His 
authority. Many of those observing had rejected the plain teachings of the Gospel. Some 
accused Him of being insane and others even accused Him of being possessed by the 
devil.  
 So as a judgment on these people who rejected the clear teachings of truth, Christ 
used parables to conceal further truth from those who had closed their minds. This is 
like when Pharaoh hardened his heart, so God then responded by hardening Pharaoh’s 
heart. These Jews had rejected when they could understand, so now they cannot 
understand. Now, it was not that Christ was deliberately seeking to send people to hell. 
He was merely giving those who had hardened their hearts what they wanted. For those 
who had an open mind to seek after the clear truth, then the parable would illuminate 
further the teaching of Christ.  
 So this parable had a twofold consequence, and they are both opposite effects.  To 
those who sought to accept the truth previously when it was clearly presented in Mark 1-
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3 like Christ’s disciples, it was a blessing of a deeper illumination. However, to those who 
rejected the clear truth previously it makes truth more obscure. It is a blessing and a 
judgment at the same time. That is why the Lord declared in v9, “He that hath ears to hear, 
let him hear.” This parable tests the spiritual responsiveness of the hearer’s soul. 

 
(2) MEANING OF THE PARABLE 

 
We must first grasp the meaning of the main parts of this parable: 

SOWER - Christ tells us that the “sower” is one who “soweth the word” (v14). This might 
be a preacher, missionary, Sunday School teacher, parent or any believer witnessing to a 
lost person. We must note that no significance is placed on the personality or appearance 
of the sower. He or she is not significant, as the power is not in the Sower but in the 
Seed. That is a lesson we all need to grasp.  

SEED - The “seed” is simply the Gospel of grace of “the word” (v14). Not every seed 
produces fruit but the problem is not in the seed but the soil. Each seed had the 
potential to bring forth a fruitful harvest.   

SOIL - The “soil” in this parable represents the heart or the mind of the person who 
hears the Gospel of grace (cf. Matt. 13:9). Not every heart receives the seed the same 
way. So it is the “soil” that is the primary emphasis of this parable. We need to carefully 
study these soils. 
 
(i) WAY SIDE (v4) – This “way side” was the pathways between the fields. This is where 
the soil was tramped down hard so that the seed could not penetrate. This allowed the 
birds to come and easily snatch the seed on top of the hardened soil.  
 Jesus Christ tells us the way side soil represents those in v15 who hear the word 
and before they can understand it have the seed snatched away by the devil. Such a 
person is one who cannot make the connection between the claims of the Gospel and 
his own life. This failure to understand may be through many of the distractions that 
Satan can use.  
 
(ii) STONY GROUND (v5-6) - The next ground is stony ground. This type of ground 
was common in Palestine. It was often just an outcropping of limestone rock covered by 
a thin layer of topsoil. From the surface, this soil appeared fertile. However, because 
there is no depth of soil, the young plant springing from the seed has no deep root. So 
when the sun rises the heat causes any tender plant to quickly wither and die. 
 The Lord gives the interpretation in v16-17. The stony ground represents those 
who initially appear enthusiastic for the Gospel, “immediately receive it with gladness.” We 
must observe that the initial reaction of these people when they hear the truth of the 
gospel is not sorrow and repentance, but “gladness.” For a time these people appear to be 
believers, but we are explicitly told, “And have no root in themselves” (v17). These people are 
not real believers, as they have no real root of salvation. 
 There is a hint in the text of the real motivation for why these people appeared to 
joyfully embrace the gospel in the first place. They reject the Christian faith, “when 
affliction or persecution ariseth for the word’s sake, immediately they are offended.” So many of these 
people likely accepted Christianity to get them out of troubles and to make them happy. 
When these troubles did not disappear they are angry with the Christian faith. We see 
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people like this today. Some are caught up in the emotion of a service where music is 
used to target the emotions of the listeners. Others are snared when they are having 
problems with their health or are having difficulties at school, home or in the work place. 
Christ is then presented as something to try to make everything wonderful. You see 
thorny ground converts in places like the Billy Graham crusades with people walk up the 
aisle smiling, chewing gum, and chatting to their friends. There is no sorrow or true 
repentance – just emotional happiness.  
 It is very easy to manipulate people’s emotions. Spurgeon was right to warn, “the 
religion that is born of mere excitement will die when the excitement is over.” This 
world is full of people who seek attention, love, and the thought of heaven. Many of the 
so-called converts in Charismatic churches are of this type. The “showers of blessing 
attract them” but they are soon stumbled when the radical message is presented of 
suffering, self-denial and taking up the Cross. Indeed, the charismatic prosperity pastor 
of America’s largest church, Joel Osteen wrote a best seller “Christian book” called 
“Your Best Life Now.” This is a popular message for the thorny ground believers. 
 
(iii) THORNY GROUND (v7) – There was some seed that fell on thorny ground. This 
was ground that also appeared fertile with the weeds cut away. However, hidden in the 
soil were the living roots and seeds of thorns and weeds. Any good seed that is sown in 
this soil springs up giving the appearance of a fruitful crop. But springing up with the 
crop are the thorns, which quickly entangle and chokes the tender plant. As a 
consequence it withers and “yielded no fruit.” (v7b) 
 This soil represents those who initially appeared to embrace the Christian faith. 
They did so believing they could have Jesus Christ and the world at the same time. A 
typical example of this was the rich young ruler in Matthew 19. He came seemingly 
interested and respectful to Christ, “Good Master, what good thing shall I do, that I may have 
eternal life?” (Matt. 19:16). In many churches he would be accepted, baptised and made a 
church leader! But notice how Christ dealt with the man by telling him, “If thou wilt be 
perfect, go and sell that thou hast, and give to the poor, and thou shalt have treasure in heaven: and come 
and follow me” (Matt. 19:21). This man wanted to have Christ and the world. When he 
faced the choice to give up the things of this world or accept Christ, he calculated that 
the world was the best deal.  
 There were others who made the same calculation and came to a different 
conclusion. Moses we are told was offered all the wealth of Egypt. That was not an 
insignificant fortune as Egypt was the world’s most powerful and wealthy Empire of that 
age. But when faced with the critical choice we read,  
 

By faith Moses, when he was come to years, refused to be called the son of 
Pharaoh’s daughter; Choosing rather to suffer affliction with the people of God, 
than to enjoy the pleasures of sin for a season; Esteeming the reproach of Christ 
greater riches than the treasures in Egypt: for he had respect unto the recompence 
of the reward. (Heb. 11:24-26) 

 
 The thorny ground person today is plentiful. Such people are those who buy into 
the prosperity Gospel of the Health and Wealth Gospel. They thought they could 
embrace a Rock n Roll Jesus and a make me happy Jesus. But they never truly counted 
the cost of self-denial and taking up the Cross. After a while, the world regains their 
priority. They are too busy to come to church or prayer meeting. When the crunch 
moment comes, they looked back like Lot’s wife, Judas, and Demas. When there is a 
choice between the office and the church then the church is given up. When there is a 
choice between that unsaved girlfriend and biblical separation then the lust of the flesh 



	   5	  

takes over. All this proved is that they never were truly believers.  
 
(iv) GOOD SOIL (v8) - Not all the seed that is planted is unproductive. Some seed we 
are told falls on “good ground.” This good soil has been well plowed up and prepared. As a 
consequence, it brings forth abundant fruit (v20). It is said that a bumper average crop in 
Israel is a return of 7 or 8 fold. But a 30, 60, and 100 fold return is unheard off. But God 
can do improbable things through one seed sown in good soil. We see this on the Day of 
Pentecost, when through the preaching of one insignificant disciple, three thousand are 
converted in one day. Soon that number swelled to 5,000. By the end of the first century 
one in ten of the Empire claimed to be Christian.  
 
It should be noted that the only soil that brings forth fruit is the good soil. The other 
soils cannot bring forth fruit because they have not true depth of root. That is the 
significant difference.  

 
CONCLUSION  

 
(1) When you share the Gospel – make sure it is the true Gospel. Not some watered 
down enticement. All you will do is win a convert to the church but not a convert to 
Jesus Christ. This will damn the deluded soul and stumble others when the supposed 
convert never really lasts.  
 
(2) We should be aware that when we share the Gospel there would be many responses. 
Do not expect everyone that embraces Christianity to last. Do not be depressed because 
of that. There are different types of soil – Jesus already told us! This is a parable for 
preachers, for Sunday School teachers, and for parents. It explains how God’s Word will 
be received. A man may see huge results in one church and then struggle for years in 
another church. One group may welcome missionaries but another opposes them. 
William Chalmers Burns was used as a young preacher in a great revival in Dundee but 
then spent the rest of his ministry in obscurity in China as a missionary. However, in 
both places he faithfully sowed the seed but with different results. Burns boldly declared 
the philosophy of his ministry, “I am ready to burn out for God. I am ready to endure 
any hardship, if by any means I might save some. The longing of my heart is to make 
known my glorious Redeemer to those who have never heard of Him.” 

(3) There will be those who are indifferent to the gospel and those who will initially 
appear to embrace it but then fall away. Irrespective of these discouragements, there will 
be a great harvest. God can do a lot with a little. So Jesus assured His disciples: “I will 
build My church; and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it.” This is a parable to end all 
despondency in the ministry! In St Paul’s Cathedral in London there is a stained glass 
window picturing a man sowing seed. It was presented as a memorial act to an evangelist 
in the East End of London, Samuel A. Burnett. A plaque under the window bears this 
wonderful tribute, “Dedicated to Samuel A. Burnett, who served in the East of London 
for 50 years, and who feared not to sow despite the birds.” Like wise, so should we.  

(4) In verse 9 Jesus says, “He that hath ears to hear, let him hear.” That is both a challenge 
and a warning! The Lord is warning all to examine his or her heart today. These four 
categories apply to those who hear the gospel of salvation here today. Which one are 
you? 


