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Mark 4:1-20 (NIV)

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. 2 He taught them many things by parables, and in his teaching said: 3 “Listen! A
farmer went out to sow his seed. 4 As he was scattering the seed, some fell along the path, and
the birds came and ate it up. 5 Some fell on rocky places, where it did not have much soil. It
sprang up quickly, because the soil was shallow. 6 But when the sun came up, the plants were
scorched, and they withered because they had no root. 7 Other seed fell among thorns, which
grew up and choked the plants, so that they did not bear grain. 8 Still other seed fell on good soil.
It came up, grew and produced a crop, some multiplying thirty, some sixty, some a hundred
times.”

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

10 When he was alone, the Twelve and the others around him asked him about the parables. 11
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 12 so that,

“‘they may be ever seeing but never perceiving,
and ever hearing but never understanding;

otherwise they might turn and be forgiven!’[a]”

13 Then Jesus said to them, “Don’t you understand this parable? How then will you understand
any parable? 14 The farmer sows the word. 15 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. 16 Others, like seed sown on rocky places, hear the word and at once receive it with joy.
17 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. 18 Still others, like seed sown among thorns, hear
the word; 19 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. 20 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.”
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Today we continue our series on the parables of Jesus by looking at one called the parable of the
sower, or perhaps more accurately, the parable of the soils.

Like many of Jesus parables, including the one we did last week about the lost sheep, this
parable deals with an agricultural theme.

Slide The parable of the sower is one of many agricultural parables that Jesus tells. The people
at the time were very much an agrarian people. They didn’t have HEBs or Walmarts or even
Piggly Wigglys (some of you will remember those stores) that they could go to and get their
groceries. The people in the first century very much lived a “farm to table” lifestyle thousands
and thousands of years before it became trendy in our time.

The parable talks about a farmer going out and sowing seed, and how the success of his planting
varied because of the various types of soil the seed landed on.

Now I want to share something that I thought was kinda funny. In researching this parable I came
across one source that talks about how the farmer Slide “sows seed indiscriminately.” I laughed
out loud because that’s not the way I read this.

The farmer was sowing the seed using a method that we call broadcasting. Slide Like the name
implies, the seed is cast out (by hand back in the 1st century) in a broad manner. It’s not like row
cropping where you make a row and then plant the seed one at a time in a straight line. No. It
was slung out over tilled ground, but it certainly wasn’t “indiscriminately.”

Seed was hard to come by. Back then they got the seed for planting by saving some of the
previous year’s crop. And that’s hard to do especially when you may be really hungry. You’ll
want to take that wheat you are saving for seed, grind it up, and make some bread out of it so
you’ll have something to eat. But a short term gain ends up being a long term loss because you
won’t have anything to plant for the next growing season.

Most of the grains were planted using the broadcasting method. We still use it today for certain
crops. For example, if you are going to grow some Collard greens, turnips, or mustard greens this
fall, now is the time to plant them. (And yes, those types of crops do really well in the fall.)
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Slide Back when I used to have a garden I would prepare the soil by tilling it up, and then take
the seed and sprinkle the seed on the top of the soil, then gently and carefully rake them in..
These types of crops have very small seeds and an old trick the “old timers” used to use is to mix
the seeds with a little bit of corn meal, that way you could see where you were planting as the
cornmeal will be more visible than the tiny seeds.

Grain crops of wheat and barley were the most prevalent crops in the first century. Today we
have high-tech grain drills that plant those seeds, but in the first century broadcasting was the
preferred method.

Slide When I was growing up in Delta County I remember a farmer who wanted to participate in
one of the government programs to grow soybeans. The government would kind of do a kind of
crop insurance on soybeans so that if you planted them, and the yield didn’t come out above a
certain amount, then the government would pay you a certain amount for your loss.

Well this farmer raised a bunch of other different crops that he was planting at the time. Plus we
had a really wet late spring and early summer. There was a deadline that the soybeans must be
planted by in order to qualify for the government program. And this farmer was running out of
time. The ground was too wet to be able to get into the field to plant the soybeans.

Slide So he hired Tinker Smith to plant his soybeans for him. Now Tinker Smith was the local
cropduster who kept his plane at what I called “Cooper International Airport.” Actually it was
just an old barn next to a tiny gravel road out west of town, and how he took off and landed on
that tiny, bumpy road I will never understand, but he did.

So this farmer hires Tinker to broadcast the soybeans from his crop duster, and Tinker does it,
dropping the beans on top of the ground.

Well guess what. They sprouted and grew. Did pretty well, as a matter of fact. So well that the
farmer ended up harvesting them because they produced beyond the limit to claim a crop failure.
Go figure.

So the farmer wasn’t throwing out the seed indiscriminately. He was broadcasting it, and as
valuable as seed was back then he was pretty careful with it.

Nonetheless, careful as he was, some of the seed fell on different types of soil.

Slide The first type of soil it fell on was the path. This would have been where people and
animals walked along. This compacts the soil where the seed just sits on top. It doesn’t even
have a chance to germinate and send out roots because it is just sitting on top of a hard surface.
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Birds love this as they consider it to be an all you can eat buffet. They simply fly down, walk
along and eat the seeds that are on the path. Easy pickin’s.

Slide The next type of soil the seeds fall on is rocky ground. This gives the seeds some
protection from the birds as it makes it harder for the birds to find. The seeds are able to
germinate and grow in this soil, but the problem is one of water retention. In rocky soil the rocks
take up too much of the room, resulting in very little soil. And because the soil is what holds the
moisture, the seeds in the rocky soil sprang up but then withered for lack of water.

Slide Then we have the seeds that fell among thorns. We have to remember that Roundup didn’t
exist in the first century, and that even with good intentions weeds grew amongst the grain
plants. And at a certain time trying to get rid of those weeds will damage the grain plants around
them.

In college I used to work at a grain elevator in my hometown of Cooper. Part of my job was to
take samples of the wheat when it came in, check the moisture level, and then calculate up a
percentage of particulate matter. As the grain was combined other plants, insects, and other
debris would be combined as well. The price the farmers got for the grain was reduced based on
the percentage of particulate matter found with the grain.

Jesus tells us that the grain plants growing among the weeds “choked” the plants, crowding them
out of receiving not only sunshine, but moisture and nutrients as well. The grain couldn’t grow
well because of all the weeds surrounding it.

Slide Finally Jesus talks about the grain that falls on good soil, and how it grows and produces
more grain. I did a little research and found out that one single grain of wheat can produce eight
or more heads of wheat, with more than 40 seeds per head. So eight times 40 equals 320 grains
of wheat produced from a single kernel.

So when Jesus says the seed on good soil “produced a crop, some multiplying thirty, some sixty,
some a hundred times,” he knew what he was talking about. (Actually, come to think of it, Jesus
ALWAYS knows what he is talking about.)

Slide There are several ways that we as Christians in the 21st century can perceive and learn
from this parable. One way is for us to reflect what kind of soil our grains of faith are growing
on.
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I can say that I have personally experienced each of these types of soil. I have been the seed that
fell on the path, refusing to let it root in me, letting the birds of the devil take me away before my
faith could even sprout.

I have experienced being the seed of hearing the word where it has taken root in me and grown,
but then wilts from lack of water as I do nothing to nourish it.

And I have experienced being the seed where it takes root and grows in me, only to have the
weeds of this world, with its desires and deceitfulness, crowd the word out of me and convince
me that it is not important.

And I have experienced being the seed on good soil, where it not only takes root in my faith and
grows, but also produces fruit for the kingdom.

So where is the seed of your faith planted? What kinds of soil are they planted in? Are they
growing and producing fruit?

Slide Another way we can perceive this is to look at ourselves from the perspective of the
farmer. As disciples of Jesus Christ we are to follow the great commission found in Matthew 28
to make disciples of Jesus Christ. And maybe one of the best ways we can do this is to work
preparing the soil so that the word can take root, grow, and produce fruit.

So how can we prepare the soil? We can do so by doing something I have said before: make a
friend, be a friend, lead a friend to Christ. When we live out our faith, when we exhibit the fruit
of the Spirit: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self
control, then we are tilling the soil of other people’s lives, preparing them for receiving the Word.
When we treat others well, when we actually take an interest in their lives, helping them to pull
the weeds in their life, to remove the rocks that become obstacles to their faith, and showing
them that they are loved, then we are preparing the soil for the seed of the Word to take fruit,
grow, and multiply.

Slide So my challenge to you this week is to seek to be the seed that falls on good soil in the
parable of the sower. Not only seek to be the seed, but also be the farmer that prepares the soil
for others to receive the word so that it may take root, grow, and produce fruit for God’s
kingdom. Let us not only seek to grow in our faith, but to reach out to others and help them grow
theirs.

And if you ever want to plant soybeans by broadcasting them from a crop duster, I would suggest
you rethink that idea.
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In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, Amen.
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