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We return to Mark’s Gospel this morning; looking at a very familiar passage. Of Jesus’ teachings, the Parable of the Sower is one that is like a signature song. Matthew and Luke also include this parable in their gospels. Anyone who has ever seen the musical Godspell will immediately recognize it and remember the way the disciples acted it out as Jesus tells this story.

Even with its familiarity, I invite you to open your Bibles this morning to take a fresh look at it. Mark has just concluded the controversy accounts and has moved into a new topic. You can tell that Mark has moved because the setting for the story as changed. As Chapter 4 begins, Jesus is back at the sea and has begun to teach. The boat from which Jesus taught could very well have been the same boat the disciples had prepared for him in 3:9. I want to dwell on this for a moment because it illustrates something we have been talking about throughout these weeks: Mark is writing a gospel; not a news report. He is not looking to establish a chronology, he is not a “just the facts, ma’am,” kind of writer. He is writing to believers and people who would be believers – most likely in Rome, most likely experiencing real persecution, most likely wondering whether being a Christian is worth the struggle.

Here, as Jesus returns to the sea, he is going to start talking about the kingdom of God. The Parable of the Sower is the introduction into that discussion. But one more thing to note before we read God’s word: Mark makes it clear that he is not giving an exhaustive account of all of Jesus’ teaching. Thus, the selections he makes have special importance.

Hear now, then, Mark 4:1-20.

Jesus says, “Listen!” He concludes the public address by saying, “Let anyone with ears to hear listen!” In modern parlance, he might have said, “Look, it is like this.” You see, the temptation is to read this parable and to spend time trying to figure out how to be among the seed in good soil. That is not really the point.

The Parable of the Sower is not a “how to be a disciple” parable. It is a “similitude” parable; that is, Jesus is describing the situation rather than ordering someone to do something. It is a teaching tool. 

So what is Jesus teaching?


1. The Kingdom of God will receive a mixed reaction.

Jesus is describing what the in-breaking of the kingdom of heaven looks like. Remember, his proclamation at the beginning of his ministry, “The time is fulfilled and the kingdom of God has come near.” Jesus is now describing how that “coming near” will be received by people. The sower and the seed are a good, common, easily visualized representation of what has already begun to happen. 

Jesus has begun his ministry. He has already encountered resistance and some have already plotted his destruction. Some have already begun celebrating around him, though they will fall away as he turns towards Jerusalem and the cross. Some have begun following and growing, yet will fall away as worldly concerns overshadow faithfulness to Jesus – think here of Judas Iscariout; that same Judas who has just been named one of the twelve. Some who are hearing will grow and bear fruit; though it is worth seeing that not every seed bears the same amount of fruit. Some are intended to bear 30 fold, some sixty, some one hundred. The seed is to bear that which the sower intended.

But that gets ahead of ourselves for a moment. For now, let us pause for a moment and think about what Jesus is telling the crowd; and what he explains to the twelve afterwards. Jesus is holding up a mirror to the crowd to show them what is already happening. He is putting before them the reality that there is already a wide reaction to his coming.  He is not asking their permission to sow. He is not seeking their approval in sowing. He is declaring that the Kingdom of God has come. In his person, in his being, in his presence, the Kingdom of God has come. He is both the sign and reality of that event. God is doing something marvelous within history and humans will react to it.

The coming of the Kingdom of God is not an intellectual topic to be considered objectively. It is a too-the-core convictional reality. Like the crowd who gathered around Jesus, we need to realize that it is not something about which God is seeking our consultation. God is going to establish his kingdom. Period. That is the end of the report. We should be stunned by our own arrogance to think that we are even offered room to have an opinion on whether this is a good thing: it is a God thing – thus, it is a good thing – and we are called to respond by the one who has the authority to demand our obedience. 

Now, even though that sounds heavy handed, the reality is that the call to respond  -- that is, “repent and believe the good news” – is a good thing. Jesus’ description was true for the crowd, true for Mark’s readers in Rome, and true for us today. The proclamation of the Kingdom of God drawing near is such a good thing that there are all manner of obstacles seeking to prevent people from doing it. I am only going to touch on these because Jesus only touches on them:

· Satan.  Jesus’ proclamation is not neutral, it is a shot across the bow, a crossing the Rubicon, and declaration of war against those who would rebel against the sovereign Lord. Jesus does not go into a long explanation here about Satan and how Satan operates; rather, he simply declares what has already been shown to be true: that Satan comes, takes the word away from people and leaves them without hope of bearing fruit. 

· Uninformed faith. Those who take great joy but lose focus on digging deeper into the Word find that they lose interest and lose touch very quickly. New believers are where we see this most – their initial excitement fades and they begin to fall back into old habits and old patterns. It is like many of the weight loss programs; great results while people are disciplined to stay in it and there is accountability – then, slide back and beyond when they go back to their old ways.

· Worldly priorities. This is what troubles the institutional denominations these days. The focus on social justice – while important as an outgrowth of faith – has taken over the essentials of the faith so that believers begin to make an idol out of their own sense of right and wrong. Where do we see that first? We see that first in the Garden of Eden, where the temptation was to eat of the fruit of the tree of knowledge of Good and Evil; thereby making us to be like God. When we grow up in the faith but believe other things take priority over the proclamation of the gospel, it is our faith that is most likely to be choked.

The three-fold good soil comparison is important to see: three are lost, three bear fruit. Some bear thirty-fold, some sixty, some one-hundred.  The coming of the Kingdom of God will cause things to happen – even when it seems like everything is going wrong. It will not appear flashy and we may take it for granted, but it is happening nonetheless.

2. Not everyone who encounters the sower will bear fruit.

This may be the toughest part of the sermon for many people. It is tough because we have generally been taught that Christians are to be nice; and that nice-ness is the same thing as loving. Many times that is true, but not always.

Not everyone gets into the Kingdom of Heaven. That is an offensive and divisive statement. It also is Jesus’ observation and teaching in this parable. There is no way around it. Some do not bear fruit. 

Who is offended? We need look no farther than the news this week. Pope Benedict made a speech in which he argued that violence in support of any theology is inappropriate and contrary to the will of God. Muslims were offended at his quoting of a letter from an Emperor in 1391 critical of jihad and the prophet Mohammed. They demand the Pope apologize and some churches have been attacked by Moslems offended by the Pope’s comments. This morning in Somalia, there are reports that a nun was killed by a Moslem offended by the Pope’s comments.

The hard truth of the gospel is that the word will not take root in some lives and not others. Which lives is dependent upon God and not us. Again, as Jesus says to his listeners, “Hear,” Mark tells his readers, “Look.” Everyone heard the parable. Only the disciples heard the explanation. The disciples were chosen by Jesus to be close to him. The disciples were the ones to whom Jesus chose to reveal the meaning of the parable. The disciples – at most – were the ones who are later reporting what Jesus said. Jesus is the one taking action, everyone else is responding. 

Thus the parable is a description of the sovereignty of God more than a character study of believers. The hard part is the line where Jesus says, “Lest they repent and be forgiven.” This comes from Isaiah 6:9-10. Isaiah 6 is more famous because it is the scene in which Isaiah is brought into the presence of the Lord on the throne and utters those words, “Woe is me! I am lost, for I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips; yet my eyes have seen the King, the LORD of hosts!” Then, as the text goes on, the LORD asks, “Whom shall I send, who will go for us?” and Isaiah responds, “Here am I; send me!”

Most of us have heard that passage over and over. It is often used when we solicit volunteers to go on mission work. However, if we read on in the passage, we get the message that the LORD sent with Isaiah: “Go and say to this people: ‘keep listening, but do not comprehend; keep looking, but do not understand.’ Make the mind of this people dull, and stop their ears, and shut their eyes, so that they may not look with their eyes, and listen with their ears and comprehend with their minds and turn and be healed.”

It’s a statement of judgment.

In Isaiah’s case, it is Israel’s unrighteousness and breach of the covenant. In Jesus’ case, it is those in religious leadership who fail to heed his call and recognize his presence. Instead of casting judgment and plotting against him, they should be falling down before him and saying, “Woe are we! We are lost, for we have unclean lips and lead a people of unclean lips!”

Jesus’ presence ushering in the kingdom of God is also a statement of judgment against those who would stand in judgment of him.

Remember, this is not an “OK, here’s what you do…” kind of text. It is a “Listen, hear; look, understand” text.


For what it’s worth, I started preparing for this sermon thinking, “Oh, this is a great text to preach about evangelism.” I told Gil Balkam that it was a hard hitting text about evangelism. In a sense, it is; however, it is the impact of evangelism (proclaiming the good news) is to utter judgment against the sin of defiance of the sovereignty of God.

Not everyone who encounters the Word will grow root. Listen, hear. See, understand.


3. Those who do listen and hear; those who do see and understand, bear fruit.

Jesus does not elaborate on this very much because it seems pretty evident. Those who are rooted in the Word bear fruit.

It is worth noting that there is not competition among those seeds bearing fruit. Some will yield thirtyfold, some sixty, some one hundred. Jesus simply notes that they produce a good yield.

Now, the temptation here is to turn and ask, “How much fruit are you bearing?” 

But to do so would miss the point. The better question is, “Are you rooted in the Word?” Because if you are rooted in the Word, God will be doing the work of growing you and bearing fruit through you. 

The Genesis text about Isaac talks about this. Isaac was Abraham’s only son, the one through whom God’s promise would be fulfilled; that Abraham would be a great nation. The text this morning talks about how Isaac became great despite his folly. Isaac is living in a foreign nation and is afraid that he will be killed because his wife is so beautiful (I get that); so he tells everyone that she is his sister (I don’t get that). When the king sees Isaac fondling her (that’s what the text says – and yes, I know this is a family service), the ruse is exposed. It is at that point that we picked up the text and saw how Isaac’s wealth increased one hundred fold. So, it’s not by Isaac’s cunning or smarts that he is successful; it is by the blessing of God. 

If you are rooted in the word, God will grow you and bear fruit through you. You need not be cunning or smart; it is the blessing of God. This is true by observation. If people know you are a Christian, they will watch your life to see how a Christian acts. Often it is in our worst times that people see Christ most in us. How we respond to hardship, how we respond to injustice, how we respond to others’ need: these are the times when people watch most closely. 

Last week, Newsweek ran an article about how there is a rise in scholarly atheistic work that suggests that God is a luxury modern civilizations can no longer afford because religion causes divisiveness and violence. Yet, I think of Cora Gregory and all the folks who went to help victims of the Katrina Hurricane. Thousands upon thousands of Christians gave up their time to go help. None (as far as I know) asked for publicity or fame. None asked for recognition or acclamation. There was a need and they went. I have looked and not found any indication that there was an organization of Atheists for Altruism or any other atheist-based organization that offered to help.


If we are rooted in the Word, God will grow us and bear fruit through us.


What does it mean to be rooted in the Word?

Well, it is pretty simply. When Jesus speaks, Listen, hear. When the Bible teaches, Look, understand.

“To you has been given the secret of the kingdom of God.” In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, Amen.
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