
The Sower
Mark 4:1-20, Matthew 13:1-23

The passage. 
While descriptions of events Mark’s gospel are generally more abridged, here Mark actually gives a

slightly more detailed of this series of events than Matthew (the parable, the explanation of why Jesus spoke in
parables, and the explanation of this parable), as in Mk. 4:13 (when Jesus begins to explain the meaning of the
parable). An abridged version is also given in Lk. 8:4-8. I would probably recommend studying Mark’s version,
but Matthew is fine, too. The following notes assume Mark 4 as the primary passage. The main parts to focus on
are: (1) Jesus’ explanation of why he spoke in parables, and his encouragement to the disciples; and most of all,
(2) his explanation of the parable, which forms the major part of the study. 

Notes and commentary.  
Modern  farms,  or  farms  in  traditional  Western

cultures, are enclosed fields. In the Ancient Near East, they
are in open areas, with no clear divisions between different
properties, except for some stones that mark property lines.
Sometimes  the  open  soil  itself  may be  rocky.  These  open
fields  are  also  criss-crossed  by  footpaths  used  by  local
pedestrians or travelers. The farmer rakes the open soil with a
primitive plough, carries a bag of seeds, and sows seed by
“broadcasting” or throwing a handful of seeds over several
square  meters  of  ground.  Though  the  farmer  aims  for  the
good,  raked soil,  some invariably falls  on footpaths,  rocky
soil,  or  corners  of  the  field with  weeds  growing,  where  it
cannot grow properly. 

The sower is the one who shares God's word, and uses not his/her own seed, but only God's seed. Since
we don't know people's hearts, it is necessarily for us to “broadcast” the message to everyone within our reach.
After this, we don't see the sower involved in cultivating the seed plants; rather, it is God's job to work on people
and to convert them. We cannot directly convert anyone any more than we can force a plant to grow in soil that is
not  ready.  We  measure  our  effectiveness  by  how  many  we've  told,  not  how  many  we've  personally  seen
converted. 

This parable describes not only four different types of people according to how they respond to the
gospel, but also could apply to a single person at different stages of his/her process of becoming a Christian.
Some start out totally close-minded to the gospel, like the seed on the footpaths, but over time become more
receptive, until they genuinely believe and are born again. This also describes many religious people, in Jesus’
day or in modern culture where Christianity has become part of the culture (especially in the West). Here, many
people consider themselves Christians for cultural reasons, or because they consider themselves religious. But
religiousness, especially in countries where Christianity has been “culturalized”, is more of an intellectual, social,
emotional or cultural thing, and not a true conversion as the Bible teaches. They consider themselves Christians
because they were baptized as children, or because they go to church, or because they are from a religious family,
or because they intellectually assent to certain religious views. Or they had some kind of emotional experience in
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a church setting, leading them to believe they are Christians, but at some point they “fall away” or fail to practice
it, because they were like the seed that fell along weeds or rocky soil. They did not experience a true conversion. 

The first type of seed falls on the footpaths, and is trampled by travelers or picked up by birds. Such
listeners  are  hard-hearted  (i.e.,  due  to  sin),  unrepentant,  intellectually  stubborn,  or  totally  misunderstand  it
because they interpret it to fit into their own preconceived view of things, and thus they do not really change.
Satan uses those emotional or intellectual biases to keep the person from understanding anything; Satan has
blinded them to the truth (2 Cor. 4:4), and so they quickly lose interest. Just as a footpaths becomes compacted
from travelers or farm workers walking on them, this type of person is hard-hearted and close-minded toward the
gospel. 

The second type of listeners, the rocky soil types, who have spiritual obstacles in their hears that prevent
them from believing. These are those who merely have an emotional religious experience, or some degree of
intellectual  understanding, or some intellectual curiosity, but not enough to be truly born again. It  may be a
positive development, if they were previously unreceptive, but open up like this on their way to eventually being
saved. But if they come to this point and think that it’s enough to qualify as a Christian, they have deceived
themselves. They don’t have a substantive understanding of the gospel. Maybe they simply seek some emotional
comfort from religion. For whatever reason, they are not approaching God on his terms, but their interest is
purely selfish, seeking whatever benefits they can get from it. Or they have serious doubts about Christianity, or
some other kind of obstacles – be it spiritual, intellectual, or emotional – that keep them from believing. So it
won’t take too much for them to become discouraged and give up, when they encounter problems in life, or have
some type of negative experience with a church or other religious people. If the soil is only a centimeter of real
soil on top of a large rock that is buried beneath, a plant can only grow a few days or weeks before its roots are
unable to find water and nutrients, and it dies. The same is true for the rocky soil listener, unless s/he manages to
progress to the stage of real belief in time. 

The third type is the listener growing among weeds, which represent distractions that pull them away
from their faith journey toward God. If you think about gardening or farming, weeds are the one type of plant that
will thrive very well on their own. You don't have to plant weed seeds, water them, or care for them. They just
appear and grow on their own without attention, and they often grow better and taller than what you planted.
Likewise, distractions come up in the lives of non-believers – the cares of this world of various kinds – and act as
spiritual distractors to pull them away from attention or interest in spiritual things. Such persons have more of an
understanding, but are not truly repentant, changed, and born again. They can continue for a while longer at a
superficial  level  of  commitment,  until  other  concerns overtake their  interest  in spiritual  things.  This  merely
demonstrates that they never had a deep, sincere spiritual commitment, and that Christ was never really the center
of their lives. Like the rocky soil types, they do not seek God on his terms, but theirs. This aptly describes those
overly concerned by wealth or other worldly concerns, who are too busy, or who have other things in their lives
that are more important to them than God.1  

The last type, the good soil listener, is a seed that springs up in good soil – good not because of the seed,
but because God has raked and prepared the soil so that it is ready for the gospel. (In this sense, the sower is
Christ himself.) This is the person who truly believes, makes a full willful commitment to Christ, and is thus born
again. Such a person naturally produces fruit – a godly life that glorifies God (e.g., Gal. 5, the fruit of the Spirit),
and that leads to producing more seed to produce more believers. It is not uncommon for one grain plant to yield
100 seeds, and even much more for some varieties of wheat. And no matter what kind of difficulties we have in
life, or no matter how spiritually immature we may be, we should be producing some kind of fruit. 

Faith is not just an emotional or intellectual matter, but that is how the world generally views it, and thus
people fail to understand the commitment required to be saved; they are like the first three types. Sometimes
believers fall  into this  trap,  for  example, when we use faulty analogies  to  explain faith,  e.g.,  by comparing
believing in Christ to believing in a chair enough to sit in it, or believing in an airplane’s ability to safely fly a
person to some place by actually getting on it (these are popular illustrations that some use in evangelism or

1 The rocky soil and weedy types do not refer to people who “believe” and then “lose their salvation”. While some Christians believe it is
possible to lose salvation, I think this is an unbiblical view, and a serious misunderstanding of God’s grace and the effectiveness of
Christ’s death for us. Regardless of one’s view, in this context this is clearly not about losing salvation; it is about the kind of people who
genuinely believe versus those who do not.
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theological  discussions  of  faith).  However,  these analogies  are  faulty.  Sitting in a  chair  is  not  a  major  life
changing experience. Flying from Chicago to New York is not a radical life-altering event. You are still the same
person when you get off the plane. The chair does not change who you are. But faith in Christ in a radical life-
changing experience, which makes you a different person, with implications that are to be worked out for the rest
of your life. It involves all of you – intellect, emotion, and most of all, your will, when you chose to accept
Christ. 

On speaking in parables. 
Jesus uses parables to train the disciples to lead the church, and it is an important teaching about what he

expects all his disciples (including us) to do. He uses parables publicly to screen or filter out enemies looking for
grounds to distort his teachings and falsely accuse him. People whose hearts are open would understand. For non-
believers who might be interested, it grabs their attention and curiosity, and makes them think more about what
he means. He invites those with spiritual ears to listen and understand. This is an important, forceful call for
people to listen. It perhaps is meant to remind people of Deut. 6:3-4, and particularly 6:4-5, a passage is called
the shemah2, which all Jews had to memorize from childhood. This call to hear requires spiritual discernment,
listening, perception, and a desire to learn. His words are for those who honestly seek God and are sincerely
interested in spiritual things.     

There is also an aspect of judgment in this. Jesus quotes Isaiah 6:9-10, where Isaiah is caught up in a
heavenly vision and volunteers to declare God’s message to his people. The context indicates that the message is
to be proclaimed to a people who will mostly be unreceptive to Isaiah’s message, and in fact, the preaching of
God’s word will only harden their hearts until a time when God will judge them. Proclaiming God’s word can
expose the sinful motives of those who refuse to believe, and show that they are actually opposed to God, even
though they may pretend otherwise. Likewise, the unrepentant in Jesus’ audience, such as  those looking for
evidence against him, are to eventually be exposed as religious phonies who are opposed to the real things of
God, in preparation for divine judgment. 

Application points.
For believers, it is important to understand the spiritual nature of people we try to reach as this parable

describes them. We may also not always need to try to explain everything to them, if they are not ready for some
things. In some cases, it may be wise to use some indirectness, as Jesus did in using parables to teach the crowds.
Mainly, we need to pray for God to soften up their hearts and move them on to the next level. We understand that
God is the main sower, but we are also sowers in a secondary sense, and of course need to sow wisely and with
good seed (e.g., focus on the gospel, rather than undue emphasis on trivial side issues, non-relevant theological
excursions, social or political issues, etc.) in dealing with them. 

Also,  while  the  primary  interpretation  applies  to  evangelism and  conversion,  this  can  also  have  a
secondary application. It can apply to self-examination of our hearts as believers, analogous to the non-believers'
hearts. In our daily faith walks, the openness of our hearts to God may be vary in a similar manner. We might
become hard-hearted or indifferent to  spiritual  things. We might  have obstacles in our hearts that  hinder us
spiritually, or distractions from worldly things or concerns of this world that cause us to lose our spiritual focus.
We have to cultivate good spiritual soil in our own spiritual lives before we can bear fruit and be used by God.

Textual notes.
Minor differences between different gospels in reporting the same event or sermon can be for two reason.

A gospel writer may chose to omit or include details depending on his focus. Mark tends to leave out lesser
details to maintain a faster pace in his story-telling, but here he slows down and gives more detail on what he
wanted  to  emphasize.  Here  the  differences  are  quite  minor.  In  other  cases,  the  same  sermon  is  recorded
differently because  they are  actually  different  speeches  told  on  different  occasions.  Jesus  was  an  itinerant

2  So named for the first word of the passage, emw [sh ma’ or š ma ] = “hear, listen”. This passage includes the call to love the Lord with
all your heart, mind, and strength (Deut. 6:5).
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preacher, traveling from place to place. Like any preacher or prophet, he would give the same or similar sermons
in different locations on different occasions, modifying it according to the needs of the particular situation and
people there. For example, the Lord’s Prayer is told in its full form in the Sermon on the Mount in Mt. 6. The
same prayer is given in a sermon on a later occasion and in abridged form in Lk. 11:1-4. And the Parable of the
marriage feast (Mt. 22:1-14) is also told in similar form as the Parable of the great banquet earlier (Lk. 14:15-24).

Application and discussion.

Audience and purpose. 

• Who is Jesus preaching to? Why does he preach from a boat?3  
• Why does he preach this to a general audience? Is it intended as an evangelistic message? Why would he

preach a cryptic message to a general audience? 
• Who is the sower in the parable? Evangelists and ministers? Us? God?  
• Why do the gospel writers record Jesus’ further explanation of this parable to the disciples, and not other

parables? 

Parables.
• Why did Jesus speak in parables? Why speak in code? Why not tell the “ignorant masses” explicitly what

they need to know, e.g., what they need to know to be saved? 
• What effect will parables have on those who are interested in spiritual things? 
• What effect will it have on those who aren’t interested? For those who may be religious, but don’t want to

repent and commit to Christ? 
• What is implied by the verse Jesus quotes from Isaiah? Who in the audience is this intended for? How do

you think people like the Pharisees responded? 

Soil types. 
• Why is soil type so important for growing plants? Can you give some examples from your knowledge of

gardening or farming?
• Discuss each of the soil types and what they mean. Discuss examples from your personal experience. 
• Why do people respond differently to the gospel? What heart motives cause them to respond as they do?
• Does this just describe different types of people at one given time? Can it also describe a single person in

different stages on their way to belief? (Or to eventually rejecting the gospel?) Can you give examples of
people you’ve seen going thru these stages? 

• Describe your process of conversion (becoming a Christian) in light of this parable – which stages did
you go thru? 

• What hope does this give you for difficult people that you’ve tried to reach? 
• What types of people are more responsive to the gospel? 
• Which soil type do you personally identify with? Explain. 
• Are there some ages in which people are more receptive? What about college and university students –

how might they become more receptive? How can we better reach them at this important stage of their

3 So more people can hear his message; and water could probably reflect his voice better.
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lives? Are foreign students more open? How can we reach them better? How can we be sensitive to them,
and not make them feel we are trying to take advantage of them just because they are young, lonely, and
in a foreign culture?

• What challenges does the church face in spreading the gospel in your/our culture? 

Our responsibility.
• Why did Jesus explain this to the disciples? Is this an important parable? 
• How will we sow?  Where are we to sow?  Do we chose where to sow? What happens after you sow? 
• What kind of seed is sown? How might we sow bad seed? Or sow irresponsibly? What are some things

we shouldn’t do in sowing the gospel? 
• What is our responsibility? Can we make a seed grow in bad soil? Is it a good idea to try to pressure

people or plead with them to accept Christ? 
• Will it matter if we try to find the right technique or formula? Can training be useful? Though training

can be helpful, what is more important on our part? What are our limitations? 
• Should we always expect to see results? Is it reasonable to expect others or ourselves to see immediate or

quick conversions? 
• How does one come to believe in Jesus? Is it correct to describe it as a miracle? Why? What does that

mean for our role in the work of evangelism? How is this an encouragement to us?
• Can you identify someone who is ready to hear the gospel? Can we prepare the soil? Do you ask God to

prepare soils – soften and prepare hearts? How does God prepare? What's God's part, what's your part? 
• Does your life allow others to find God? Is there something your life that hinders your spreading the

gospel?  What hinders you from sharing the gospel? 
• How can we be sensitive in sharing the gospel?
• What do we do with people who have heard the gospel many times without responding? Is it easy to

maintain your friendship with them? Is it easy to give up?
• Do we always have to present the four spiritual laws? Do we always have to follow some set outline in

sharing the gospel? Is it necessarily appropriate to always try to tell them everything? Or is it better not to
for those rocky soil types? (cf. how Jesus dealt with the lawyer before the Parable of the good Samaritan) 

• What lessons can we learn about presenting the gospel in our culture? How open are people in your
culture, community, family, or circle of friends to the gospel? Why? What forms of cultural biases,
cultural opposition, or even religious opposition do we face? How can we best deal with them? 

• What  can  you  do  to  help  out  in  evangelistic  work  at  your  church  or  fellowship?  Upcoming
evangelistic events? How can we help the evangelistic Bible studies? Is it just their responsibility to
do the work of befriending, inviting, teaching, and being a witness to the non-believers?

For non-Christians.
What kind of soil are you? Have you fully committed to Christ? What is keeping you from doing so? Where are
you spiritually? Are faith and religion for you just an emotional thing? An intellectual thing? What is faith from
Jesus’ point of view? How is it different from being emotional, or intellectual belief?  How is it different such
that it changes a person permanently – like the plants in the parable that grow up strong and produce more seeds? 
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Further application for Christians.
As a believer, in your daily spiritual walk, what soil type is your heart? Are you in some way hard-

hearted  spiritually,  or  somehow  indifferent  to  spiritual  things?  Are  there  spiritual  obstacles  in  your  life?
Obstacles or barriers that hinder your relationship with God? What kinds of obstacles do Christians face? What
should you do about your specific obstacles? Are there cares and distractions that compete with your devotion to
God? What are they? How can you cultivate good spiritual soil in your life? How can God use you? How can you
be more fruitful in God's kingdom right now? 

Prayer.  
Pray about being used by God to reach others. Pray for wisdom in how to reach out and share. Pray for

God to prepare the hearts of people that you, we, and the fellowship are trying to reach. Pray for the evangelistic
Bible studies here, other evangelistic work on campus, for the student community and Chinese community here,
and for missions work around the world. Pray for upcoming evangelistic events here. 

6


