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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. He taught them many things by

parables, and in his teaching said:

● Mark 4 is a unique part of Mark’s Gospel, because it contains more teaching than action.

The chapter begins with Jesus teaching by the Sea of Galilee from a boat while people

gather at the shore. The crowd would have been made up of all kinds of people; some

disciples, some curious about this man, and also some opponents. This large crowd and

the different types of people will be illustrated in the first parable by the different types

of soil.

● Jesus’ primary teaching style is parables, which will later be explained in the verses

below. Parable literally means to throw alongside and was a method of teaching that

Jesus used to teach people about the Kingdom of God, and how it worked in terms and

images they were familiar with. In a parable there is spiritual truth explained in physical

terms. While not every detail carries distinct meaning or truth, the point is to reveal

something about the Kingdom of God. About the parables the Pillar New Testament

Commentary explains: “Parables are like stained glass windows in a cathedral, dull and

lifeless from the outside but brilliant and radiant from within...Parables cannot be

understood apart from the one who tells them. Parables are not simply good advice, they

are good news; for the life of Jesus is itself a parable, indeed the greatest 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.”

● The parable of the soil is perhaps the most well-known of all of Jesus’ parables. It

appears in all of the synoptic gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke) along with the explanation

that Jesus will later give.

● In Jesus’ day, farmers planted their fields more haphazardly than modern farmers. A

farmer would walk through the fields and scatter the seed with little care for where it

landed. Fields had some good soil, some harder soil where the paths were, and some

rocky soil, and some thorn bushes to divide the property and fields within them. Through

natural sowing, seed from the farmer’s hand would land in all these areas, and this was

not seen as a problem or issue.

● In the parable, Jesus describes four different places seed would fall, and the end result of

the condition of the soil (or lack thereof) that the seed landed on:



○ Seed that lands on the path through the field would not last for it would be

crushed and then eaten by birds.

○ Seed that lands where the soil is rocky would initially sprout, but then quickly

whither because the seeds were unable to put in deep roots and draw water in dry

seasons.

○ Seed that landed around the thorns would grow, but be unable to access

necessities because the established thorns would choke out the plants.

○ Seed that landed in the good, plowed soil would grow and produce a crop, even

greater than what was sown as the plants grew and multiplied.

● In commenting on this parable, Justin Martyr commends the farmer for sowing every

corner of the field “in hopes that good soil might somewhere be found.” But the Pillar

New Testament Commentary explains that the rocks, thorns and adverse conditions still

render 75 % of the labor lost to these elements. This could be seen as discouraging, but

Jesus instead ends the parable by speaking of the increasing abundance that is produced

from the good soil. To gain a harvest of thirty, sixty or a hundred times was the sign of

divine blessing!

● The Pillar New Testament Commentary explains the parable in terms of the Kingdom of

God: “The parable represents the historical inbreaking of God’s kingdom in Jesus, the

sower of the gospel. The astounding harvest in v. 8 is an important clue that the growth

is not owing to human activity but to God’s providential power. God is at work—hidden

and unobserved—in Jesus and the gospel to produce a yield wholly disproportionate to

human prospects and merit.”

Then Jesus said, “Whoever has ears to hear, let them hear.”

● Jesus ends His first parable the way He began it, with a call for those who can hear His

voice, to listen to His words. In our language, this phrase may be translated, “You had

better listen!”

● The Pillar New Testament Commentary explains: “Hearing, or better heeding, requires

engagement and receptivity to what is said.”

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 everything is said in parables so that,

“‘they may be ever seeing but never perceiving,

and ever hearing but never understanding;

otherwise they might turn and be forgiven!’”

● Even the disciples do not understand the meaning of this parable. But Jesus tells them

that He will reveal the secrets of the Kingdom (that which is still hidden) that they may

understand. The Greek word mystērion can mean a secret, but can sometimes be

translated as mystery. But unlike a mystery that we are familiar with, this does not

involve a problem that is unsolvable. It relates to new knowledge of the Kingdom of God,

or perhaps new interpretation of OT prophecies which were once veiled or not

understood.

● The emphasis is placed on who the mystery will be revealed to, or the disciples.

Grammatically, the phrase to you could actually be placed first in Jesus’ statement.

● Jesus then gives some explanation for His teaching in parables and the response to them,

by quoting Isaiah 6:9. It describes reaction to the word of God. While some people hear

and see the things that God is doing, they cannot understand what is happening. It is a

sad truth, but reality. Jesus does say that the disciples would have knowledge of the



Kingdom and would begin to understand it’s mystery. This ultimately is fulfilled in Luke

24:45, and more fully when the Spirit comes to bring guidance in truth.

Then Jesus said to them, “Don’t you understand this parable? How then will you

understand any parable? The farmer sows the word. 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. 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. Still others, like seed sown among thorns, hear the

word; 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. 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.”

● After rebuking the disciples for their lack of understanding, Jesus explains the meaning

of the parable. This is one of the rare cases where Jesus provides us with a clear

understanding of what He intended to teach by this parable.

● The seed which is sown is the Word of God, the message of Christ. The different places in

which it lands are conditions of people’s hearts and the outcome of what happens

describes reaction to the Word. The parable describes the people who hear the message

of God.

○ Seed that lands on the path represents the people who never allow their message

to penetrate their hearts and make changes, because Satan steals the message

from them before it can take root. A heart change is exactly what Satan wants to

prevent.

○ Seed that lands where the soil is rocky represents those who hear the word of God

initially allow it to change their hearts, but when times get difficult (literally when

temptation comes) they fall away from God.

○ Seed that landed around the thorns represents those who hear the word of God,

but never obtain their full potential, because of the things of life. Unlike the soil

in rocky ground, where adversity is the problem, the problem for this group of

people is distraction. The EBC notes that this group of people have divided

hearts.  It is important to notice that Jesus says these things can appear to be

either good (riches, pleasures) or bad (worries) but they cause the same deadly

effect.

○ Seed that landed in the good, plowed soil represents those who hold onto the

word of God, retaining it and allowing it to change them. These people produce a

crop of spiritual fruit, i.e. the fruit of the spirit and help change other’s lives. The

Pillar New Testament Commentary explains that this last group represents the

lesson that disciples should learn: “Hearing, receiving, and bearing fruit are the

marks of a disciple of Jesus.”


