
Have you ever thought about what you hear versus what you 
actually listen to? There is a difference in the words “hear” 
and “listen.” For example, think about the last time you were 
watching TV. You were focused on watching your show, and 
right at the climax of a scene the all-too-predictable commer-
FLDO� FDPH�RQ��$V� \RX�SUHSDUHG� WR� WXQH�RXW�RU�ğQG� WKH� UHPRWH�
to fast-forward the show, the volume of your TV magically in-
creased right as the commercial started! Has this caught anyone 
else by surprise? Marketing agents realized many people tune 
out during the commercials so to get your attention they have 
turned up the volume.

'R�\RX� UHPHPEHU� WKH� ODVW� ĠLJKW� \RX� WRRN"�$IWHU� ğQGLQJ� \RXU�
VHDW��VLWWLQJ�GRZQ�DQG�SUHSDULQJ�WR�IDOO�DVOHHS��WKH�ĠLJKW�DWWHQ-
dant stands up and begins her spiel. You know what I mean. She 
invites passengers to follow along on the little card in the seat 
back in front of you. The card explains what to do in case of an 
emergency. She usually looks bored as she goes through the mo-
tions once again. You can’t blame her. Although people are told 
to listen carefully “as we go through the safety features of this 
Boeing 737,” we hear her words but would prefer not to listen. 

We have commercials raising their volume and people sharing 
life saving information and we brush off both. With so much 
vying for our attention, what do we listen to? This morning we’re 
starting a new series called “Parables: More Than Just Stories.” 
In this eight-week series we will cover a variety of different par-
ables Jesus told in His time on earth. The series title gives you a 
glimpse into what we’re going to study. The parables of Jesus are 
more than just stories, as we’re going to see this morning. Open 
your Bible to Mark 4.

Let me set the scene. Jesus is teaching by the Sea of Galilee. With 
the news getting around about the miracles He’s done, the way 
He teaches, and the sheer excitement of hearing this captivating 
WHDFKHU��PRUH� SHRSOH� DUH� ĠRFNLQJ� WR� VHH� +LP�� 7KH� FURZG� KDV�
gotten so massive, He is forced to get into a boat and teach from 
the water. It seems a bit counter intuitive to be further away but 
actually it’s not. If you’ve spent any time around water, you’re 
familiar with the way sound bounces off of water, increasing 
its range. Imagine what this would look like: Jesus standing in a 
ğVKLQJ�YHVVHO��WHDFKLQJ�WR�DQ�DUUD\�RI�SHRSOH�VLWWLQJ�RQ�WKH�VHD-
shore. The boat is His pulpit and the water is His sound system.

As He taught, Jesus was aware that there were all kinds of people 
in that crowd. On His right, there were the religious leaders 
dressed in their fancy clothes. They kept a close eye on Jesus, 

already thinking of ways to destroy Him; they weren’t really lis-
tening to His message. Near the back was His own family who 
had come to have some serious doubts about His mental stability. 
They weren’t listening much either. Then there was the majority 
who weren’t interested in His teaching, but were mainly there to 
see the latest miracle He might perform. Yet in the midst of all 
this, there are a few people who are really listening. Sitting in the 
IURQW�URZ�ZLWK�H\HV�ğ[HG�RQ�-HVXV�ZHUH�+LV�GLVFLSOHV��WKH\�PD\�
not be an extremely impressive group, but they’re eager to listen. 

The question becomes, How do you teach a crowd like that? Do 
\RX�MXVW�EODQGO\�JR�WKURXJK�WKH�PRWLRQV� OLNH�D�ERUHG�ĠLJKW�DW-
tendant? Do you turn up the volume like TV marketers? Mark 
simply tells us Jesus taught them many things by parables. The 
word “parable” comes from the Greek word ʌĮȡĮȕȠȜĮLȢ�(para-
ER�OÄLV). The word can also be translated as story, proverb, lesson 
or illustration. Parables are a way to teach eternal truths through 
stories of everyday life that appeal to everyone. They are stories 
about ordinary things that convey a deeper message. This is how 
you teach a crowd like this—with parables. 

Scattering Seed
Now that we have an understanding of the location and the 
people gathered, Jesus gives us the parable.

“Listen! A farmer went out to sow his seed. As he 
was scattering the seed, some fell along the path, 
and the birds came and ate it up. Some fell on rocky 
places, where it did not have much soil. It sprang 
up quickly, because the soil was shallow. But when 
the sun came up, the plants were scorched, and 
they withered because they had no root. Other 
seed fell among thorns, which grew up and choked 
the plants, so that they did not bear grain. Still 
other seed fell on good soil. It came up, grew and 
produced a crop, some multiplying thirty, some 
sixty, some a hundred times.”

Then Jesus said, “Whoever has ears to hear, let 
them hear” (Mark 4:3–9).

The story begins with an emphatic “Listen!” from Jesus. It could 
have simply been to gather their attention, but I think there is a 
deeper meaning. Jesus didn’t just want the people to simply hear 
this story, He wanted them to listen! 

He had to share a story people could understand; in fact, there 
might have been a farmer sowing his seed on the hillside even 
as Jesus spoke. It was inevitable that not all the seed would land 
in an ideal location. Unlike the modern method we employ, 
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IDUPHUV�ZRXOG� VRZ� WKH� VHHG�ğUVW�DQG� WKHQ�SORZ� LW�XQGHU��7KH�
crowd knew all about seed falling on the hard pathway that 
FXW�WKURXJK�WKH�ğHOG��7KH\�NQHZ�DOO�DERXW�WKH�URFN\�OLPHVWRQH�
KLGLQJ�EHQHDWK� WKH� WKLQ� OD\HU�RI� WRSVRLO�PDNLQJ� LW� WRR�GLIğFXOW�
for the seed to take root. They knew all about thorns hidden in 
the soil. There was nothing unusual about this; the stones and 
WKLVWOHV�WKDW�LQIHVW�3DOHVWLQLDQ�ğHOGV�DUH�OHJHQGDU\�

The fourth soil is what every farmer is looking for. It’s good soil, 
the right consistency with the right nutrients, and free from 
rocks or other growth inhibitors. In other words, it’s the perfect 
home for a seed. This soil produces a harvest of thirty-, sixty- 
or even hundred-fold. This would have shocked Jesus’ audience 
because the average seed in Palestine yielded about seven, eight, 
nine or in the best case scenario, ten times the amount of seed 
sown. To hear about seed yielding a harvest this abundant would 
have seized the attention of the crowd.

Notice that there is one thing that doesn’t change in the par-
able—it’s the seed. The seed is good. The problems shared are 
not because of the seed; the problem lies with the soil. Some 
scholars actually say this parable should be called “The Parable 
of The Soil” and not “The Parable of The Sower.” Throughout the 
SDUDEOH� WKH� VHHG� LV� JRRG�� EXW� LWłV� DOVR� YXOQHUDEOH�� 6HYHQW\�ğYH�
percent of the seed won’t bear fruit. This would be very discour-
aging if the parable ended here. Thankfully the story ends on 
an encouraging note for the farmer. For the crowd, Jesus simply 
VD\V��Ń+H�ZKR�KDV�HDUV�WR�KHDU��OHW�KLP�KHDU�ń�DQG�WKHQ�+HłV�ğQ-
ished. End of sermon.

The Secret
The crowd has dispersed and now Jesus has some personal time 
with His disciples.

When he was alone, the Twelve and the others 
around him asked him about the parables. He told 
them, “The secret of the kingdom of God has been 
given to you. But to those on the outside every-
thing is said in parables so that,

“‘they may be ever seeing but never perceiving,

bbbbDQG�HYHU�KHDULQJ�EXW�QHYHU�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�

otherwise they might turn and be forgiven!’” 
(verses 10–12).

%HIRUH�+H�JHWV�WR�H[SODLQ�WKH�SDUDEOH��-HVXV�VKDUHV�VRPH�GLIğFXOW�
ZRUGV��,I�\RXłUH�WKLQNLQJ��WKHVH�DUH�GLIğFXOW�YHUVHV�WR�XQGHUVWDQG��
you’re in good company. We might not even like what we think 
Jesus is saying. It can sound as if Jesus is saying that the disciples 
get an explanation because they are special, but everyone else 
has to stay in the dark because Jesus really doesn’t want them to 
be forgiven. But that’s not the full story.

In order to understand what Jesus is saying think back to who 
was in the crowd that day. Do you remember the vast majority of 
the crowd were resisting the truth about Jesus? Jesus describes 

the “secret of the kingdom of God.” The Greek word here used 
for secret is ȝȣıĲȒȡȚȠȞ (P\VWÖULRQ). Just like it sounds, it can be 
used to explain a mystery or a deep truth.  The “secret” is that 
the kingdom of God has drawn near in Jesus Christ. He was God 
LQ� WKH� ĠHVK�� 7KH� NLQJGRP�KDG� DUULYHG� LQ� WKLV�PHHN� DQG� ORZO\�
Jesus. The Pharisees resisted this secret. His family resisted it. The 
crowds resisted it. Jesus explains, these people who resist Him 
don’t desire an explanation. 

Jesus isn’t saying the truth is concealed from eager, hungry lis-
teners. He is saying the truth is concealed from hardened and 
calloused hearts. Instead of straightforward teaching, they 
get parables. Why? Because parables, or stories, have a way of 
drawing people in. People let their guard down with a story, and 
if they take the time to think about it, they might even learn 
something new about themselves. This is what Jesus wanted the 
crowd to do; to think about the parable.

The Parable of The Soil
Now that the secret is explained, Jesus can go on to explain the 
parable.

Then Jesus said to them, “Don’t you understand this 
parable? How then will you understand any par-
able? The farmer sows the word” (verses 13–14).

First, we see that the disciples still had a great deal to learn about 
the Kingdom of God. Fortunately we still have a great deal to 
learn about the Kingdom of God too. The seed in the story repre-
sents the word of God; it’s the secret of the Kingdom of God that 
Jesus spoke about back in verse 11. It’s the word of God that was 
reconciling us to Him through the life of Christ. Understanding 
this brings clarity to what James wrote. “Therefore, get rid of all 
PRUDO�ğOWK�DQG�WKH�HYLO�WKDW�LV�VR�SUHYDOHQW�DQG�KXPEO\�DFFHSW�
WKH�ZRUG�SODQWHG�LQ�\RX��ZKLFK�FDQ�VDYH�\RXń (James 1:21). The 
planted word is the only thing in this world that has the power 
to save! 

Jesus explains, the word is likened to seed scattered upon the soil 
by the sower. We’re going to see the four different kinds of soil 
represent the different responses when people hear the word of 
God. As we go through these four responses, think about how all 
of these kinds of people would have been sitting in the crowd, 
listening as Christ taught. The overarching theme we’re going 
WR�VHH�LV��WKH�VRLO�RI�P\�KHDUW�GHğQHV�P\�UHVSRQVH�WR�&KULVW��7KLV�
might be tough to comprehend, so let’s study Jesus’ explanation 
of the four different soils and how they relate to our hearts. 

The Hardened Heart
7KH�ğUVW�H[SODQDWLRQ�-HVXV�JLYHV�XV�LV�DERXW�WKH�VHHG�WKDW�IHOO�RQ�
the hard, packed down soil.

“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” (v. 15).



7KLV� LV� WKH� SDWK� WKH� IDUPHU� XVHV� WR� DFFHVV� WKH� ğHOG�� WKLV� SDWK�
represents a hard heart. It represents people who hear the truth 
about Jesus and give you a blank stare. They may respond with, 
“The God thing is great for you, but it’s just not for me.” In other 
words, it doesn’t scratch where they itch. In this example, no 
sooner does the word fall than Satan comes and snatches the 
word away. What a tragedy this is for the Gospel.

What’s ironic is that religious people can be the most hardened. 
,Q�WKH�1HZ�7HVWDPHQW�ERRN�RI�$FWV��ZH�ğQG�D�SHUIHFW�H[DPSOH�
of this hard heart. The early church has experienced substantial 
JURZWK�DQG�LV�ĠRXULVKLQJ��7KH�UHOLJLRXV�SHRSOH�DUHQłW�WRR�H[FLWHG�
about this new growth so they persuade some men to spread 
poignant lies about a young man named Stephen. After being 
falsely accused, Stephen is dragged into court where he must de-
fend his character. When the room quiets down from the com-
motion of all the false witnesses, Stephen preaches a powerful 
message on the sovereignty of God the Father. He clearly sum-
marizes the power of God and ends his speech beautifully with 
the love of Christ.

After reading Acts 7, you would think that after a message like 
he just preached everyone in the courtroom would have fallen 
on their knees, repented in tears, and surrendered their life to 
Christ. Unfortunately it was the opposite. Their hearts were so 
hardened they took Stephen outside and stoned him to death. 
The Bible tells us the people who witnessed this “laid their coats 
at the feet of a young man named Saul.” The hearts of these 
people were so full of pride, maybe disappointment, frustration 
and anger they couldn’t handle the word of God. 

The good news is the hardened heart doesn’t have to stay that way. 
The soil is good; it just needs to be properly prepared. Throughout 
time God has brought His gentle plow to the hardened heart. 
Maybe you’re here this morning because God has begun plowing 
your hard heart. For years you’ve denied Christ and rejected the 
word, but recently something happened and you’ve become open 
to God’s word. This may be a result of a family tragedy or maybe 
a newborn has come into your home, changing the soil of your 
heart. We’re glad you’re here this morning.

A Shallow Heart 
The next soil represents a shallow heart.

“Others, like seed sown on rocky places, hear the 
word and at once receive it with joy. 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” (verses 16–17).

The so-called “rocky soil” has a thin layer of top soil covering 
the rock. These are people who respond to Christ with an im-
mediate joy. They sense their needs are being met in a sincere 
ZD\�� 3HUKDSV� WKH\� VHH� -HVXV� FDQ� ğ[� WKHLU� PDUULDJH� RU� GHOLYHU�
them from a personal struggle they have been battling for years. 
Maybe they are surrounded by genuine loving Christians, and 

they desperately want their life to be like theirs. The problem we 
encounter here is a lack of depth. There is little consideration of 
the hard claims of Christ, and of the need to follow even at such 
a high cost.

When I was a high school pastor I saw this frequently. Students 
would introduce me to a friend they’d been praying for. This stu-
dent would begin attending our high school ministry, wanting 
what their friends had. Eventually one night, during our service, 
they would respond to Christ by raising their hand, indicating 
that they had placed their trust in Christ. Within a few weeks or 
months they were nowhere to be found. They shamefully went 
back to their old ways and seemed to forget about God. They 
thought Jesus would miraculously solve all their problems. If 
anything, yielding to Christ can create more problems! It leaves 
the question, Can the rock ever be penetrated? Of course it can. 
All it takes is a small crack for a seed to drop in and the strong 
roots of a tree begin to grow. God can do that in their lives! I’ve 
seen many of these students I just spoke about come back to 
Christ at a later time in their life. The seed found good soil and 
WKH\�ğQDOO\�VXUUHQGHUHG�WR�&KULVW��

A Cluttered Heart
The thorns in the third soil represent a cluttered heart with too 
many distractions.

“Still others, like seed sown among thorns, hear 
WKH�ZRUG��EXW� WKH�ZRUULHV�RI� WKLV� OLIH�� WKH�GHFHLW-
fulness of wealth and the desires for other things 
come in and choke the word, making it unfruitful” 
(verses 18–19).

The soil here is good, but within the soil there are thorns. On 
the outside the person looks like they have surrendered their 
life to Christ but slowly, over time, the word is choked out. 
Unfortunately this happens all too often. There may be too 
many things going on in a person’s life and they feel divided. 
They say things like, “When work slows down I’ll start reading 
my Bible again” or “After we’re done remodeling the house we’re 
going to focus more on Christ.” When those times pass, then 
something else comes up—the desires of the world, the distrac-
tions of expensive toys, getting more stock options—the list goes 
on. Don’t get me wrong, they’re not bad people. They are just so 
caught up with the desires of this world they don’t have time for 
the Kingdom of God. 

We’ve seen all of these examples in pop culture time and time 
again. Two books on John Lennon claim the ex-Beatle experi-
enced a brief period as a born-again Christian during the 1970’s. 
While living the life of a virtual recluse in New York, Lennon be-
came an avid viewer and reader of TV evangelist Billy Graham. 
At some point during 1977 Lennon declared that he had been 
saved. For a time Lennon’s daily conversation included: “Praise 
the Lord” and “Thank you, Jesus.” Geoffrey Giuliano writes, “He 
prayed for forgiveness when he stepped on insects or snapped 
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�ŕ������&HQWUDO�3HQLQVXOD�&KXUFK��)RVWHU�&LW\��&$
&DWDORJ��1R������ŋ�)&��

at the maid. He became convinced that Jesus was personally 
protecting his son.” Unfortunately his wife was displeased with 
Lennon’s changed outlook. Lennon began to challenge her in-
terest in the occult and was disappointed that she wouldn’t join 
him in watching Graham’s telecasts. In the end, his wife won. In 
KLV�ğQDO�\HDUV��/HQQRQ�ZDV�OLYLQJ�D� OLIH�GLFWDWHG�E\�DVWURORJHUV��
numerologists, psychics, herbalists, and tarot card readers. 

What happened? It seemed like there was a true repentance in 
Lennon’s life. The answer is explained in the parable. Hardness? 
Shallowness? Clutter? One of those things, for sure or maybe a com-
bination of all three. These three soils represent the greatest enemies 
WKH�&KULVWLDQ�ZLOO�IDFHŌWKH�ZRUOG��WKH�ĠHVK��DQG�WKH�GHYLO�

 Good Soil
7KDQNIXOO\�WKHUH�LV�KRSH�LQ�WKH�ğQDO�VRLO�

“Others, like seed sown on good soil, hear the word, 
accept it, and produce a crop—some thirty, some 
sixty, some a hundred times what was sown” (v. 20).

Jesus simply says they “hear the word, and accept it, and produce 
a crop.” He doesn’t give us much of an explanation. He simply 
wants us to know they hear it, and they accept it, and fruit begins 
WR�DSSHDU��7KHUH� LV�QRWKLQJ�ĠDVK\�KHUH�� MXVW�VORZ��TXLHW��VWHDG\�
growth in the believer’s life. This is the example of a true disciple 
of Christ, someone who had the soil of their heart prepared and 
ready for the word to be planted.

<HDUV� DJR� D� ğYH�\HDU�ROG� ER\� VDW� LQ� WKH� EDFN� SHZ� RI� D� VPDOO�
FKXUFK�DQG�SODFHG�KLV�WUXVW�LQ�&KULVW�IRU�WKH�ğUVW�WLPH��7KH�VHHG�
was planted. Quickly confusion came within the boy; his mom 
loved the Lord while his father loved his beer. The confusion 
continued for this boy right into his junior high and high school 
years. When the temptation of alcohol and drugs were presented 
to him he couldn’t resist and gave into the pressure of his peers. 

The path he had chosen was taking him in the opposite direc-
tion he wanted to travel. It started with drinking, progressed to 
VPRNLQJ�SRW��WR�VHOOLQJ�SRW��HVFDODWHG�WR�WDNLQJ�DFLG�DQG�ğQDOO\�
cocaine on a regular basis. He was entrenched in the desires of 
WKH�ĠHVK��$UUHVW�DIWHU�DUUHVW�FKDQJHG�OLWWOH�LQ�KLV�OLIH��XQWLO�RQH�GD\�
he met a man while attending his DUI class. As they were leaving 
the class this older man turned around and said: “If you don’t 
TXLW�ZKDW�\RXłUH�GRLQJ�\RXłUH�JRLQJ�WR�EH�GHDG�LQ�ğYH�\HDUV�ń�DQG�
then proceeded to invite him to a church service. 

$IWHU� PRQWKV� RI� DWWHQGLQJ� FKXUFK� WKH� VHHG� ğQDOO\� EHJDQ� WR�
spout. The lifestyle of drinking and drugs became a thing of the 
past and there was hope for a bright future. The once high school 
drop-out began attending bible college and got hired at a church 

where he met his future wife. God had radically changed his life’s 
direction. Now he began leading others to Christ and bringing 
the Gospel everywhere. His life was completely changed and 
bearing the kind of fruit Jesus talks about in the good soil.

The story isn’t complete for this man. I was the young boy in the 
pew. I had the cold handcuffs on my wrists as a teen. I cried to 
God to save me from my addiction. I share this because if God 
GLGQłW�FKDQJH�P\�OLIH�,łP�IDLUO\�FRQğGHQW�,�ZRXOG�EH�GHDG�RU�LQ�
prison today. 

Understanding the parable in this kind of depth requires some 
response from each of us. First, let’s look at a corporate re-
sponse, a way we can all respond together. No matter where you 
VWDQG�ZLWK�&KULVW��LI�WRGD\�LV�\RXU�ğUVW�WLPH�DWWHQGLQJ�FKXUFK�RU�
if you’ve been following Christ for decades, each one of us can 
examine the condition of our heart. We can take the time to be 
introspective and evaluate what is really taking place in our lives. 
Just as Jesus taught and people were left thinking, we too can 
contemplate our response to the parable.

6HFRQGO\�� OHW�PH� VSHDN� VSHFLğFDOO\� WR� WKRVH�ZKR� KDYH� DOUHDG\�
made a commitment to following Christ. Will you let this mes-
sage serve as a humble reminder of our call as Christ followers? 
It is our job to produce a crop. Will you continue seeking to live 
a life that bears a crop? This might mean making some minor, 
or major, changes in how you live. Maybe your business ethics 
have slowly turned to a place you’re not proud of. Maybe you’ve 
been harsh with your roommates. Maybe you’ve neglected living 
a life of worship. Maybe you have lost your passion for creating 
healthy relationships with your lost neighbors. Whatever your 
situation, let this message be a reminder to produce a crop. 

Finally, let me conclude by addressing those who have never 
placed their trust in Christ. If you’re here this morning and God 
has readied the soil of your heart, He has been readying your 
heart, so I invite you to place your trust in Christ. The Bible is 
clear that all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God. 
We know that while we were still sinners Christ died for us. The 
response on your part is to confess with your mouth Jesus is 
Lord and believe in your heart God raised Him from the dead. 
Remember that before you do this to count the cost. The cost of 
IROORZLQJ�&KULVW�LV�JUHDW�EXW�WKH�EHQHğWV�DUH�VR�ZRUWK�LW�

7KLV�PDQXVFULSW�UHSUHVHQWV�WKH�EXON�RI�ZKDW�ZDV�SUHDFKHG�DW�&3&��)RU�IXUWKHU�GHWDLO��
SOHDVH�UHIHU�WR�WKH�DXGLR�UHFRUGLQJ�RI�WKLV�VHUPRQ�


