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The Gospel of Mark: Sermon Notes
Sermon 14

Title: “The parable of the sower”
Scripture: Mark 4:1-12

Date preached: November 27th 2022

Scripture: Mark 4:1-12

1 And again He began to teach by the sea. And a great multitude was gathered to Him, so
that He got into a boat and sat in if on the sea; and the whole multitude was on the land
facing the sea. 2 Then He taught them many things by parables, and said to them in His
teaching: 3 “Listen! Behold, a sower went out to sow. 4 And it happened, as he sowed, that
some seed fell by the wayside; and the birds of the air came and devoured it. 5 Some fell on
stony ground, where it did not have much earth; and immediately it sprang up because it had
no depth of earth. 6 But when the sun was up it was scorched, and because it had no root it
withered away. 7 And some seed fell among thorns; and the thorns grew up and choked it,
and it yielded no crop. 8 But other seed fell on good ground and yielded a crop that sprang
up, increased and produced: some thirtyfold, some sixty, and some a hundred.”

9 And He said to them, “He who has ears to hear, let him hear!”10 But when He was alone,
those around Him with the twelve asked Him about the parable. 11 And He said to them, “To
you it has been given to know the mystery of the kingdom of God; but to those who are
outside, all things come in parables, 12 so that

‘Seeing they may see and not perceive,
And hearing they may hear and not understand;
Lest they should turn,
And their sins be forgiven them.
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Review

Before we look at today's passage of scripture let's review what we spoke about last time. You will
remember that we finished chapter 3. The chapter concluded with two very different groups of
people coming to find Jesus. Mark skilfully weaves their two stories together. I read one
commentator saying it's rather like having a split screen on the television. Sometimes for sports
events such as golf you can see the top two golfers playing at the same time but in different
locations on two different screens. The commentators switch between the two. This is in some ways
what Mark is doing here. Each group had radically different views on the Lord Jesus. One group
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thought that the He was “mad.” The second group thought He was “bad.”

The first group was His own family. This group comprised His mother Mary, His brothers and
maybe some of His sisters. They had travelled the 30 or so miles from Nazareth because they were
concerned for the Lord's well-being. They believed that He was so busy sharing the gospel and
healing sick people that He was neglecting to eat or care for Himself. Their conclusion was that He
was out of his mind. Or that He had lost His senses. Therefore they wanted to “take a hold of Him,”
get Him to see sense and stop what He was doing. When they arrive the large crowds that constantly
surrounded Jesus meant they could not get close to Him. As a result they stood outside the house
and called to Him. Clearly they thought that He would stop what He was doing to come out and
speak to them. They were His immediate family after all. The family in Jewish culture was and
continues to be very important. So I am sure all those present with Jesus expected that He would be
respectful and go outside to speak to His family. However, when Jesus is alerted by others to their
presence His response is interesting. He doesn't hurry outside to speak to them. Instead He uses the
situation as an occasion to teach a spiritual lesson.

Looking around at His disciples and other followers He says to them, “Here are My mother and My
brothers.” What is the lesson He is teaching here?

The lesson is that when we are adopted into God's new family through our relationship to Jesus
Christ things change. God's family is now to take priority over all things including our biological
families. This is because when viewed from an eternal perspective our brief time here on earth, and
our earthly families are only temporary. We should attempt to live whilst we are here on earth in a
way that is pleasing and honouring to God. This is achieved when we live according to God's will.

Also we are to remember that adoption into God's family is purely and solely a work of God. The
Jews of Jesus day thought that righteousness came through good works and following prescribed
ways of living. Others thought they were saved simply because they were Jews who were part of
Abraham's line. Jesus words are a reminder to us that we do nothing to earn or merit our salvation it
and we certainly do not attain it because of who we are or whose line we follow.

We should not misunderstand what Jesus is teaching here. Our human family and the close
relationships that exist between are beautiful and necessary things. God after all is the one who
created and provided those relationships. So Jesus is not minimizing the importance of family
relationships. Rather, He is emphasizing that having a right relationship with God by obeying His
will is the most important.

The second group Mark tells us about were scribes who had been sent down from Jerusalem. They
had been purposefully sent by the Jewish authorities to make an assessment on the Lord Jesus. They
were to pass judgment on how it was that He was able to do all the amazing things He was doing. In
particular, they wanted to know how He was able to successfully cast out demons.

Their conclusion was that the Lord Jesus was able to do these things because He was Himself
possessed by Satan and was on Satan's side.

Jesus challenges their assertion through a series of parables. Firstly He asks them to think rationally
about the issue. How can Satan be fighting against himself? If Jesus were on Satan's side then
casting out demons would be damaging to Satan's cause. If an army begins attacking it's own forces
that does not make it stronger it actually makes it weaker.
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He then asks them to think about taking something from a strong man's house. In order to take
something you would need to first disable or bind the strong man. If he were not disabled he would
oppose you and stop you taking the item. Jesus is saying He is the one disabling the strong man;
Satan. He is then able to take those Satan has bound and made captive and set them free.

Jesus then goes on to give the scribes a stern warning. God is merciful in forgiving all types and
classes of sin. Their is however a sin that is unpardonable or unable to be forgiven. It is the sin of
blaspheming the Holy Spirit. Although there is some debate on what exactly Jesus meant my
understanding is as follows. Jesus is accusing them of saying that His amazing work of healing and
casting out demons is a work of Satan rather than a work of the Holy Spirit. What made the scribes
sin much worse was that they really knew the truth but denied it. They did not want to admit to
what all the evidence indicated. That this was the Messiah and that He was empowered by the Holy
Spirit. The unpardonable sin then is saying that what Jesus was doing was the work of Satan. Since
Jesus is not physically present at this time I do not believe that we can commit the unpardonable sin
today. This was where we concluded last time.
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Introduction

Mark's gospel as we have said before is characterised by almost constant action. It is an account that
is fast moving and full of incident. However today we begin the first of three extended teaching
sections that Mark records. In this first section Jesus will give three parables that describe the
character of the messianic Kingdom. Let's look at verse 1.
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1 And again He began to teach by the sea. And a great multitude was gathered to Him, so that
He got into a boat and sat in if on the sea; and the whole multitude was on the land facing the
sea.

Mark again picks up the action with the Lord Jesus down on the shore line. Once again He is
surrounded by large crowds. As we talked about previously the people believed that Jesus had the
power and authority to heal. Therefore the flocked to Him in great numbers. In order to be healed
one had to attract the Lords attention and receive His healing word. But also it seems in many cases
it was sufficient to simply touch Him as He passed by. As a result the crowds no doubt jostled and
pushed in their eagerness to get to Jesus. This was a potentially dangerous situation for both Jesus
and the crowds. Therefore in order to minimise the danger He climbed into a boat, had it rowed out
a short distance and preached to the people from there. It was the perfect solution to the problem.
What is it that Jesus preached? Let's read on and find out.
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2 Then He taught them many things by parables, and said to them in His teaching:

Mark tells us here that Jesus employs a different approach to His teaching. Prior to this it would
seem as if He had taught openly and directly. However over time He encountered increased scorn
and confrontation over what He was teaching. Therefore He switches to teaching using a form of
illustration known as a parable. A general definition of "parable" is a simple story used to illustrate a
moral or spiritual lesson. The “Got questions website” defines a parable as, “a fictional yet realistic
story that illustrates a spiritual truth.” You may also have heard the popular definition of a parable
as being “an earthly story with a heavenly meaning.”

Let us take a moment here to examine a well known parable from the Old Testament so that we can
see how they work.

This parable is taken from the life of King David. David who has committed some terrible sins is
confronted by the prophet Nathan. Nathan has been sent by God to deliver the following parable
(message to David).

71 el = mhx] ate] gl o2 TEla A
L Al 7bo] Aol whe} 182 Aprle] 7= A AL
S AoHHFYUY IHEE I8 HF2 &4 =
o2 AUt "mfe] AUkl Hol= =Y e 9 TS AWt d ALE
= ek o]of7] Y YT} "Got Questions YA E"E HIF-& "W A Bl E BT 3T
Aol x|t @A AN o]ofr|"&E Ao| ) g H|-{7} “shs9] ovE
7178 dubE el Ao s SRS AYYTh o 7|A FA] AIES U
A 3 87 o @A 2He s A B AS YL o] vl vl 9]
Groll Al 7k AUt 8¢ A E Hek g8l o Ax yekd} i siA gy ek



Mark 14: Sermon Notes Page 6

U Blr(Hslol Al g 242 dstr] A8l shubd o] Buidls Eksy

Then the LORD sent Nathan to David. And he came to him, and said to him: “There were two
men in one city, one rich and the other poor. 2 The rich man had exceedingly many flocks and
herds. 3 But the poor man had nothing, except one little ewe lamb which he had bought and
nourished; and it grew up together with him and with his children. It ate of his own food and
drank from his own cup and lay in his bosom; and it was like a daughter to him. 4 And a
traveler came to the rich man, who refused to take from his own flock and from his own herd
to prepare one for the wayfaring man who had come to him; but he took the poor man’s lamb
and prepared it for the man who had come to him.” (2 Sam 12:1-4)

On the surface it is a story about a poor man whose beloved pet lamb is cruelly taken from him by a
rich man. Of course when David heard the story he understood it very differently. Nathan had cast
the ewe lamb story down next to the real story of David and his sins regarding Bathsheba and
Uriah. David was struck because he saw the parallels between his own actions regarding the ewe
lamb (Bathsheba) and the poor man's (Uriah) suffering. This example illustrates the power of the
parable. Typically, a parable begins innocently as an illustrative picture that arrests our attention
and arouses our interest. No doubt David would have refused to listen to Nathan directly confront
him. But the parable Nathan tells arouses David's interest and “sneaks up” upon his conscience. So
in effect the parable takes the form of a mirror in which he suddenly sees himself. This shows how
effective a parable can be in presenting truth in a none confrontational way.
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The word parable derives from the Greek word parabole. This word describes a situation in which
something is “thrown or cast alongside something else.” Parables then are designed to teach truth
through a comparison of the two different situations in view.

We have around 30 parables given by Jesus recorded in the synoptic gospels. There are no parables
in John's gospel. Jesus’ parables were stories that He used as teaching aids that were “cast
alongside” a truth in order to illustrate a spiritual truth. Some of Jesus parables are long stories,
others are short similes, metaphors, analogies, or proverbial sayings. Parables did not originate with
Jesus. They were in fact frequently used by Rabbis and other teachers in their preaching. Jesus
however refined the art form and used it with great skill. There was a very good reason for this
change of teaching approach. He wanted his teaching to remain an enigma or a mystery to those
outside the kingdom. Jesus parables then actually served two purposes. Firstly the parables revealed
truth to those who had a heart to hear it. Secondly they concealed the truth from those who were
hard-hearted and had rejected Christ and His message. Let us look at this first parable now.
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3 “Listen! Behold, a sower went out to sow. 4 And it happened, as he sowed, that some seed fell
by the wayside; and the birds of the air came and devoured it.

The illustration Jesus gives would have been easily relatable to His original audience. Probably
many of them had sown seeds personally or at least seen a farmer scattering seeds. But his choice
for this particular story also has a deeper more significant meaning. Jesus here is giving us a lesson
about how the Kingdom grows and flourishes.

That Jesus spoke about a familiar and relatable subject reminds us that when giving people truth we
are to use language and expressions that are understandable and applicable to our hearers. Too often
Christians can assume that non-believers know what we mean when we use bible terms or Christian
expressions. I remember once speaking to a Korean Christian and asking them if they had shared
their faith with their mother. Their mother was sick at the time and I thought what comfort they
could derive from knowing what Jesus did for them. The person said to me that it wasn't easy to
share their faith, the reason was because their mother had no idea who Jesus was.

As followers of Christ we are conversant in the language and culture of “Christianize.” When I
speak to you for example about the trinity, God's grace and redemption you understand what I
mean. But when speaking to people who are not speakers of “Christianize” we may need to explain
our terms or use illustrations that our hearers better understand. This is where Jesus was such an
effective teacher. He could convey deep theological insights in easily understandable ways. Jesus
was speaking to a largely agrarian populace so His story reflects that. Today our illustrations might
involve cell phones, social media or city life. Let us think then about the context for this parable.

We have an expression in English for someone who can successfully grow plants and flowers. We
say they have “green fingers.” I wish I could claim to have green fingers. I have several flower pots
in my office and every year I plant seeds in the hope that they will grow and brighten up my work
space. Sadly the plants never seem to last long. They flourish briefly, then wither and die. I have
concluded that I have “black fingers.” Fingers of plant death. I'm sure the man in Jesus story is a
farmer with “green fingers.” Since your livelihood in the ancient world depended upon what you
could grow you could not afford to have “black fingers.”

So picture in your mind a farmer walking down their field with a bag of seed tied around their
waist. Every few steps they dip their hand into the bag take out a handful of seed and scatter it.
Today of course, especially in the mechanised west no one sows in this way. We have very
expensive machines that systematically plant the seeds to ensure a maximum yield. But still today
in the developing world people still follow a similar approach to the man in Jesus parable. Walking
up and down the length of the field and manually throwing the seeds onto the ground. There is some
debate regarding whether the land was ploughed before sowing or after sowing. The farmer in Jesus
story appears a little haphazard or wasteful. However if the ploughing took place after the seeds
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were scattered then it might help explain why some of the seeds were thrown in unlikely places. If
the land were already ploughed we might expect that the farmer would be a little more careful. No
farmer could afford to scatter 75% of their seeds where they would not produce a crop. In reality
farmers in the ancient world were not so wasteful. This of course is not Jesus point here as we will
see later.

The first of the seeds sown fall onto the wayside or the path. As you know soil that is continually
walked over becomes compacted and hard. It is difficult for seeds to burrow down and take root.
Therefore the seed lay on the top of the path until it is seen and then eaten by passing birds. Let's
see what happens to the next seeds.
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5 Some fell on stony ground, where it did not have much earth; and immediately it sprang up
because it had no depth of earth. 6 But when the sun was up it was scorched, and because it
had no root it withered away.

This group of seeds fall onto stony or rocky ground. There is not much soil in such places and so
the plants roots cannot burrow deep and make the plant secure. Therefore when the heat of the sun
touches the plant it easily withers away. Let us find out about the next group of seeds.
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7 And some seed fell among thorns; and the thorns grew up and choked it, and it yielded no
crop.

The next group of seeds falls among thorns or weeds. Any gardener or farmer will tell you that
weeds are a big problem. This is because weeds choke out other plants. They occupy the space that
other plants need to grow. They also take away water that young plants need, and they also extract
essential nutrients from the soil. So the seeds that are sown among thorns or weeds cannot get
established and grow. Let us turn to the final group of seeds.
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8 But other seed fell on good ground and yielded a crop that sprang up, increased and
produced: some thirtyfold, some sixty, and some a hundred.”

The final group of seeds proves to be a success. It falls on good soil that means it can take root,
grow and produce a crop. Jesus includes as part of the parable the quantity of yield produced. This
is important. All of this group of seeds produced a crop, but not all produced to the same degree.
Harvest was measured in Jesus day as a ratio of yield to seed. Jeremias concluded that a

harvest of seven-and-a-half fold was normal, and a tenfold harvest was good. A harvest of thirty,
sixty, and a hundredfold would therefore be extraordinary. A harvest of a hundred fold means that
the seed that the farmer planted yielded 100 times the amount that was sown. Interestingly we do
see that kind of harvest recorded in the bible. Back in Genesis chapter 26 regarding Isaac we read.

Then Isaac sowed in that land, and reaped in the same year a hundredfold; and the LorRD
blessed him. (Genesis 26:12)

This is of course an example of the Lord blessing His people. Isaac prospered because God
favoured him. We also commonly see the idea of the harvest as an image for consummation of
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God's kingdom. For example in revelation 14 we read.

And another angel came out of the temple, crying with a loud voice to Him who sat on the
cloud, “Thrust in Your sickle and reap, for the time has come for You to reap, for the harvest
of the earth is ripe.” (Revelation 14:15)

So this idea of a bountiful harvest ties in with the arrival of the Kingdom in Christ. Let us read on.
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9 And He said to them, “He who has ears to hear, let him hear!”

The Lord Jesus began this parable with a call for those around him to “listen.” He ends the parable
here with a call to “hear” what has been said. To "listen" is to make a conscious effort to catch the
words of the speaker. To "hear" is to have captured or remembered the words so that you can
analyse the message.

The wording of this verse strongly implies that some can accept Jesus' words while others can't.
This deafness to Jesus and the message He brings may be partial and temporary. But equally it may
be long lasting. We know this from our own experiences of sharing the gospel. Some people are
more receptive than others. Some sadly constantly reject us and forever remain hard hearted. Let us
conclude our passage by looking at verses 10 to 12.
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10 But when He was alone, those around Him with the twelve asked Him about the parable.
11 And He said to them, “To you it has been given to know the mystery of the kingdom of
God; but to those who are outside, all things come in parables, 12 so that

‘Seeing they may see and not perceive,

And hearing they may hear and not understand;
Lest they should turn,

And their sins be forgiven them.’ ”

Later, when the crowds had departed and Jesus, His disciples and other followers were alone they
came to Him to ask for an explanation. The spiritual meaning of the parable was not immediately
apparent to these people. On a broader level they also wonder why Jesus had now altered His
teaching style. Why is He now using parables rather than plain teaching? As a result of this they
wanted Jesus to clearly explain to them what the parable meant.

Jesus tells them that as His specially chosen followers they are going to be let in on a secret or
mystery. Today we typically think of a mystery as some kind of puzzle or riddle that we must work
out. I'm a big fan of the Sherlock Holmes stories. In those stories Sherlock Holmes solves the
mysteries using his deductive methods. But in the Bible, a mystery isn’t something you can figure
out or solve by yourself. A biblical mystery is something that you would not know unless God
revealed it to you. This is what Jesus is telling this group. They are on the “inside.” As part of this
inner group who have accepted His teaching they would receive new revelation involving the
coming messianic Kingdom. Those on the “outside,” the scribes and Pharisees had rejected Christ
and His teaching. They would have the revelation withheld from them. They would not have the
Holy Spirit enabling them to understand the revelations delivered through the vehicle of the
parables. The Lord Jesus then backs up His words by quoting from Isaiah 6:9. The context of this
verse is that Isaiah should continue to preach even though the people are already hardened to his
message. Like the sower who spreads seed on the hardened, rocky, and weed-infested soil as well as
the fertile ground, Jesus continues to teach the crowds, even knowing they include many who will
not accept what He says.
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Things to think about
I have two comments to make on today's passage.

1 The need to listen

It's interesting that the Lord Jesus begins His parable with the call for His hearers to “listen.”

One of the things that really annoys me about modern life is people's inability to listen or more
broadly to pay attention. Today you are very fortunate if you have friends or family members who
can give you their undivided attention. One of the reasons for our lack of attentiveness is the
numerous distractions that surround us. Cell phones are designed to be addictive. When faced with
either listening to someone speak or looking at your cell phone there is only ever one winner these
days. It's a common sight to see a family sitting in a restaurant with every member of the family
looking at their cell phone. Just a few years ago they would have been actually talking to one
another!

It is a terrible tragedy that we do not take the time to really converse with people.

A true conversation is a two way process. It involves both giving and receiving information. We
tend to enjoy the giving part but not so much the receiving part.

It is even more tragic that the business and hustle of modern life also impacts our relationship with
God. I think that just like with our earthly relationships we frequently neglect the spiritual
relationship we have with God. Let me ask you a question. Do you take the time to listen to what
He says? Or are you distracted by something else? Let us then be more deliberate in setting aside
the time to enjoy a full and meaningful relationship with God.
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2 The need to sow

I made the point during my sermon of noting the inefficiency of the farmers sowing. Of the seed he
scatters 75% of the seed does not produce a crop. Farming is a difficult business. There are so many
variables that a farmer has no control over that can impact the harvest. Will the plants get the right
amount of rain and sun? Will pests or bugs decimate the plants? Farmers must hope and pray that
God is gracious and allows them a good harvest. Even if 75% of the seeds are lost the farmer still
can enjoy the yield from the 25% that did grow.
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Now of course we recognise that Jesus is not teaching us a lesson on farming practices. One of the
things I think we can take from this parable is the need to sow. By sow I am referring to our duty of
sharing the gospel with others. Our call to be workers in God's kingdom. Just like the farmer in the
parable we can expect a great deal of failure. Many of the seeds we sow will not produce good
results. But some will. If we are lazy and sow nothing then our return will be 25% of nothing. For
those who are not mathematicians that equals nothing. So let us be good and diligent farmers. Let us
go out into the world to sow the seeds of the gospel.
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