
Mark 4:1-20 Sowing Seed 

Read Mark 4:1 for the setting. Jesus got into a boat and taught from it. From a seated position 
which was the position rabbis taught from. 

“Why not just ask the crowd to step back a bit and give Him some room to breathe?” The answer 
is that they would not have done that. Many in that day believed that simply touching Jesus 
meant healing or blessing? Jesus was not opposed to either healing those in need or blessing 
those who came to Him, but Jesus also wanted to teach them. We need to guard against acting 
like the crowd when we come before Jesus. It’s too easy to be so focused on what we want Jesus 
to do for us that we don’t back off far enough to enable Him to teach us. There are times when 
we need to pause and ask, “Jesus, what are you trying to teach me in this situation?” 

Verse 2 tells us that from the boat Jesus began to teach them using a parable. The term “parable” 
comes from two Greek words—para, meaning alongside of, and ballō, meaning to place or lay. 
A parable was a way of making a point by placing something alongside something else as an 
explanation. Today we would probably use the term “illustrate.” Illustrations are short and easy 
to understand.  

Read Mark 4: 3-8. After the crowd had gone away the disciples asked Jesus what the parable 
meant. Beginning in verse 13, Jesus explained the parable.   

The importance of this parable is highlighted by the fact that it’s one of the few parables that is 
recorded by Matthew, Mark and Luke with only an occasional word difference between them. 
The Gospel writers understood that it had a critical message for the church. 

Matthew wrote that this parable was directed to the new kingdom being set up, or as we 
understand it, the church. Jesus was laying out the ministry of the church, which is to sow seed. 
The primary command given to the church, and expressed in a variety of ways, is to sow the 
seeds of the gospel that will lead to conversion.  

The New Testament teaches that if you and I are not sowing seeds or witnessing to our faith in 
some way, we are failing to be what Jesus                     called us to be. If the church is not 
seeking to reach men and women with the gospel, it is failing to be the church. The church is an 
institution that does not exist simply for itself. The church exists to reach out to others. Our 
primary purpose is not to provide a convenient place for us to worship or fellowship, although 
that is a part of why we are here, but the primary purpose of every church is to be the venue 
through which God’s people are equipped to do the task of evangelism. The church is to equip 
Christians to go out into the community and display God’s love in ways that cause others to want 
to know Jesus as Savior also. The church exists to sow seed. 



We know why we are here and we are trying to do it. The problem is, it hasn’t worked. We 
invited friends or family to join us in church but no one comes. There’s always a reason but they 
simply do not come.  

The neat thing is that when we tell Jesus we tried and it doesn’t work, He says, “So, tell me 
something I don’t already know.” When Jesus gave the commission to sow seeds, He also gave a 
summary of what would happen when we actually try to. Jesus said seed will often fall on places 
where it cannot grow. He said that not more than a quarter of the seed sown will bring forth fruit.  

In Jesus’ day a man carrying a bag of seed walked through a field throwing the seed by hand into 
the air, allowing that action and the wind to carry the seed into the field. Obviously, that was not 
the most efficient was to plant a crop. The alternative was to not sow the seeds but in a few 
months, one had plenty of great seeds but no food to eat. So, a wise man kept from the previous 
harvest sufficient seed that he could sow liberally, thus insuring a crop in the months ahead. 

What does this parable say to us other than “Don’t expect it to work”? First, the parable tells us 
that we are to responsible sow seed. In fact, this parable reminds us that if we are going to see 
any real result from our sharing the gospel we need to do it liberally. This is not an option as a 
believer. It’s a command to all who belong to Jesus and every church seeking to be what Jesus 
called the church to be. 

The more seed we sow the greater the likelihood that we will see results. An occasional 
invitation might pay off but lots of invites to lots of individuals are far more likely to see results. 
We can also look for good soil to sow on. Some people are easier to reach than others. It is the 
poor and hungry, who are most aware they need someone to come to them on their behalf. Soil 
that has been cultivated with genuine love and care is much more likely to allow the seed you 
sow to germinate. When we hear someone talking about difficulties or loneliness, or hurts we can 
show them, in practical ways, the love of Jesus and introduce them to the one who said, “Cast 
your cares on Me.”  

What is critical is that we do not allow Satan to discourage us and convince us that because we 
have tried it before, we cannot succeed.  If we increase both the quality and the quantity of our 
sowing there is a greater likelihood of success. A key issue to keep in mind is that growth is not 
about us. Growth is about where men and women will spend eternity. The eternal destiny of 
family and friends may very well depend on our faithfully sowing the seeds of the gospel. 

The parable describes people who become involved in one way or another in the church. 
Probably no one fits category one because those are the ones who hardly ever make it into 
church. But there are those who fit the other 3 categories in every church that is sowing seed, and 
we can do something to further cultivate what God has begun to do in them. 

There are some who have been a part of every church who were what we call “fair weather 
Christians” or those who were a part of things until something doesn’t go right, until a tragedy 



comes into their life and they blame God for not doing something about it. Others have been a 
part of a church until someone hurt them by something that was said or not said. Frankly there is 
often little that can be done for such individuals because their roots are so shallow there is little 
chance of them bearing fruit, although we can try to literally transplant them through the ministry 
of the Word into soil that is better for growth. Caring deeply and practically when people are 
hurting adds good potting soil to their situation so they can hopefully grow rather than dry up. 

The third group is the greatest challenge to all of us in a generation that culturally tells us just 
about everything can come before God and He understands. We live in a society where many in 
church have taken an interest in the things of God and have begun to grow but have not yet 
grown to the place where they fully trust God, or rely on Him. Read what Jesus said about them 
in Mark 4:19. All of us are tempted with those kinds of thorns. A part of us wants to be more 
involved in the church and in the things of the Lord, but another part of us senses that somehow 
there is a real world out there that we need to be not only aware of but need to care for. The 
problem is that if we allow that worldly philosophy to control us we find themselves living in 
soil that is subject to thorns and we too easily find the things of God choked out by other things. 
It’s easy to decide the church and Jesus are OK, in fact even good, when it fits into life, but when 
there are other things going on we can put God on hold, and He will understand. And today Satan 
has added all sorts of thorns to the soil that were not there a generation ago. Sunday activities are 
a constant thorn seeking to choke family faith out. 

Contemplate this, this week. God is not only into sowing seed but is deeply concerned about the 
nature of the harvest we will reap in our lives and in our family. If, at your spiritual life you sense 
the soil you are trying to grow in is too shallow or that there are too many thorns in your life that 
are keeping you from being all God wants you to be, all you have to do is ask God to transplant 
you into the deeper soil of fellowship with Him. He will gladly do it. God is willing and anxious 
to help us pull out weeds that inhibit our growth and pour fresh potting soil into our lives.  

The parable of the Sower and the Seed is designed to teach us the importance of sowing much 
seed in as intelligent a place and way as we can so others will find salvation in Jesus. It also 
challenges us to ask how we are doing in our Christian growth and if we need either a transplant 
or more cultivation so we can become all God wants us to be in Himself. 


