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Jesus Messiah:  

Seeing Christ In The Gospel Of Mark 
 

 
“The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel.” 

(Mark 1:15 ESV) 

 

And the curtain of the temple was torn in two, from top to bottom. And when the centurion, who stood 

facing him, saw that in this way he breathed his last, he said,  

“Truly this man was the Son of God!” 

(Mark 15:38–39 ESV) 
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Introduction: 

 

Good morning.  I want to invite you to open your Bibles to Mark 4:1; that’s on page 839 in your 

pew Bibles. This morning we begin something new but it is connected to what has gone before. 

You will remember that the last sermon in our Gospel of Mark series dealt with the different 

ways that people were responding to the person and message and Jesus Christ. We talked how 

Judaism was “A House Divided”. Under the pressure of Jesus’ preaching Judaism was 

fragmenting – like a pane of glass – people were dividing and moving in very different directions. 

We saw a great crowd of people who wanted to use Jesus for physical blessings, we saw the inner 

circle of disciples and apostles, we saw determined opponents who want to destroy Jesus and to 

silence him forever, and we saw the household of faith – the family of Jesus sitting around his 

feet hanging on every word. These are the 4 representative pictures that Mark gives us describing 

how people were responding to Jesus Christ. And now, in a series of parables Mark answers the 

obvious question: why are people responding to Jesus in such radically different ways? How 

could one person and one message inspire such divergent responses? That is the question that 

these parables seek to answer.  

 

This morning we are going to read the first of those parables and the interpretation that Jesus 

himself supplies. Hear now the Word of the Lord, beginning at verse 1: 
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Again he began to teach beside the sea. And a very large crowd gathered about him, so that he got into a boat and sat 

in it on the sea, and the whole crowd was beside the sea on the land. 2 And he was teaching them many things in 

parables, and in his teaching he said to them: 3 “Listen! Behold, a sower went out to sow. 4 And as he sowed, some 

seed fell along the path, and the birds came and devoured it. 5 Other seed fell on rocky ground, where it did not have 

much soil, and immediately it sprang up, since it had no depth of soil. 6 And when the sun rose, it was scorched, and 

since it had no root, it withered away. 7 Other seed fell among thorns, and the thorns grew up and choked it, and it 

yielded no grain. 8 And other seeds fell into good soil and produced grain, growing up and increasing and yielding 

thirtyfold and sixtyfold and a hundredfold.” 9 And he said, “He who has ears to hear, let him hear.” 

10 And when he was alone, those around him with the twelve asked him about the parables. 11 And he said to them, 

“To you has been given the secret of the kingdom of God, but for those outside everything is in parables, 

12 so that “‘they may indeed see but not perceive, and may indeed hear but not understand, lest they should turn and 

be forgiven.’” 

13 And he said to them, “Do you not understand this parable? How then will you understand all the parables? 14 The 

sower sows the word. 15 And these are the ones along the path, where the word is sown: when they hear, Satan 

immediately comes and takes away the word that is sown in them. 16 And these are the ones sown on rocky ground: 

the ones who, when they hear the word, immediately receive it with joy. 17 And they have no root in themselves, but 

endure for a while; then, when tribulation or persecution arises on account of the word, immediately they fall away. 

18 And others are the ones sown among thorns. They are those who hear the word, 19 but the cares of the world and 

the deceitfulness of riches and the desires for other things enter in and choke the word, and it proves unfruitful. 20 

But those that were sown on the good soil are the ones who hear the word and accept it and bear fruit, thirtyfold and 

sixtyfold and a hundredfold.” (Mark 4:1–20 ESV) 

 

This is the Word of the Lord, thanks be to God! 

 

Now, most scholars agree that this parable has a meaning of its own and that it intends to 

functions as sort of a primer on parables in general. Mark provides an extended discourse from 

Jesus on the function of parables in general and on the meaning of this parable in specific. So we 

will look at it according to those categories. 

 

Let’s begin with what this parable teaches us about parables. 

 

A Parable About Parables: 

 

What does this parable teach us about parables? 

 

The first thing it teaches us is that: 

 

1. Parables can only be understood by saved people 

 

That is the most important and the most surprising insight in this passage, it is also considered by 

most scholars to be the main point of the entire section. You’ve heard me mention before that 

Jews often make use of something called “Sandwich Structure”, meaning that they tell a story 
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where the meaning is in the centre – and the centre interprets the margins, like a sandwich. In a 

sandwich the meat is in the middle – that’s the most important part. Usually in an English story 

the most important part is at the end – but this is a Jewish story and it comes out of an Eastern 

culture and therefore the most important part is in the middle. James Edwards puts it this way, 

commenting on this passage, he says: 

 

the sandwich construction signifies that Mark intends the whole to be understood as a unit. The center of the 

sandwich in vv. 10–13 is the key to understanding the whole, that only in fellowship with Jesus do parables 

disclose the meaning of the kingdom of God.
1
 

 

Parables can only be understood by believers. Parables can only be understood by people in 

fellowship with Jesus Christ. You have to BELIEVE in order to understand – and according to 

Jesus, belief is a gift from God – he says that in verse 11:  

 

“To you has been given the secret of the kingdom of God” v. 11 

 

Ok, so that’s the BIG IDEA – that’s the mind blowing, paradigm altering revelation in this 

parable: you can’t understand unless you believe and you can’t believe apart from a prior work of 

God. Therefore, understanding is a gift; it’s a miracle – it is grace.  

 

The second thing that we learn about parables in this parable is that: 

 

2. Parables reward faithful hearers and punish superficial hearers 

 

Here’s what I mean by that; parables are just complicated enough that they serve to push people 

further in the direction they are inclined to go. If you are already leaning back from the Word of 

God then parables will be just complicated enough to make you feel justified in not listening. But 

if you are already leaning in and you are willing to press through that first layer of complication 

and correspondence then parables unlock for you the hidden mysteries of the kingdom. Jesus said 

that very thing in Mark 4:25; he said: 

 

For to the one who has, more will be given, and from the one who has not, even what he has will be taken away.” 

(Mark 4:25 ESV) 

                                                           

James R. Edwards, The Gospel According to Mark, Pillar New Testament Commentary. Accordance electronic ed. 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), 126. 
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Now you might say, “That’s not fair! Truth should be equally available to all” – well it is equally 

available to all but God positions truth and packages truth in such a way as to reward faithful 

seeking. That’s something you ought to know about God. Jesus knew this and Jesus LOVED 

THIS, he said in Matthew 11: 

 

“I thank you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that you have hidden these things from the wise and understanding 

and revealed them to little children; 26 yes, Father, for such was your gracious will. (Matthew 11:25–26 ESV) 

 

God hides things in places where only faithful people look and parables are part of how God does 

that. They are just complicated enough to exclude the intellectually lazy and the devotionally 

distracted. But if you believe that every word of God is worth listening to then, parables reward, 

reveal and delight.  

 

The third thing we learn about parables in this parable is that: 

 

3. Parables deal in story, symbol and correspondence  

 

Mark provides one extended explanation from Jesus to help us see how parables work. From his 

explanation we understand that parables deal in story, symbol and correspondence. A parable 

says “its like this”. It uses a simple story to illustrate more complex spiritual realities – that’s 

what the word “correspondence” means and that what the word “parable” means – our English 

word “parable” is just a direct import of the Greek word parabole  so using it doesn’t tell us what 

it means. The Greek word means literally to lay alongside of. To put one story beside another so 

that you can make points of correspondence. Now obviously the trick is to know where to stop. 

The Medieval church got into trouble by trying to make EVERYTHING in these parables 

correspond with something else. Obviously preaching the Gospel is not EXACTLY like sowing 

seeds. You sow seeds only at certain times of the year, but the Bible says to preach the Gospel in 

season and out of season – so obviously it is not EXACTLY like sowing seeds – it is a lot like 

sowing seeds. So where do we draw the line? PE Hughes has some useful insights here, he asks 

the same question, he says: 

 

“Where is the line to be drawn? And the answer to this question, it may be suggested, lies between those 

interpretations where there is a wide range of disagreement and those interpretations where there is general 
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consensus of judgment.”
2
 

 

So if you are seeing something that no one else has ever seen or that does not seem to arise 

naturally out of the plain, common sense meaning of the story, then you are probably seeing 

something that isn’t there. You should interpret parables carefully and in community without 

necessarily pressing every detail – I think that is good counsel and we will attempt to apply that 

counsel to our exegesis of this parable in specific. 

 

As I mentioned this is a parable about parables but it does have a particular message of its own 

and it is to that message that we turn our attention now. What does the parable of the sower 

mean? 

 

The Message Of This Parable In Particular: 

 

Thankfully, Jesus has done most of the hard work for us. He has told us which pieces of the 

parable have symbolic meaning and he has told us what that meaning is! That takes us most of 

the way home! Jesus has handed us several interpreted puzzle pieces, now we all we have to do is 

make a picture from the pieces. The first thing we see in this picture is that: 

 

1. The natural human heart is too hard, too shallow, and too distracted to believe 

 

The implication of course is that before he went out to sow, the farmer prepared his field. 

Historians seem to believe that farmers in first century Palestine plowed before and after sowing. 

They plowed first to prepare the soil and then after they sowed the seed they plowed again to 

provide the seed with a protective covering. Jesus seems to assume that his listeners would be 

familiar with that process and so he presents us with a picture of a farmer who goes out to sow 

his seed and some of his seed falls on the ground that he has prepared but of course some of it 

falls on the path, some on the rock and some among the thorns – this soil represents the 

unprepared heart – the human heart in its natural condition. Jesus is saying that apart from the 

work of God, the natural human heart is too hard, too shallow and too distracted to believe. 

 

All of that interpretive work was done for us by Jesus so we are on very solid ground here. In 

                                                           
2
 PE Hughes, A Commentary On The Epistle To The Hebrews (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1977), 356. 
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verse 15 he says that the hard soil is the soil along the path – Luke adds the detail that this seed: 

 

was trampled underfoot, and the birds of the air devoured it. (Luke 8:5 ESV) 

 

So the picture is of hard hearts that have been well worn and world wearied such that they cannot 

receive the implanted and saving word. It doesn’t penetrate. There is no grasping, no 

understanding and no delight. Their heart is hard. 

 

And some hearts are shallow – that’s the seed that falls on the rocky soil. Jesus spoke about that 

in verse 17, he says: 

 

they have no root in themselves, but endure for a while; then, when tribulation or persecution arises on account of the 

word, immediately they fall away. (Mark 4:17 ESV) 

 

Scholars seem to universally agree that this is a reference to the frequently rocky soil that is 

found in Israel. Some patches of soil would look good but would only be a few inches deep and 

therefore the sun would warm the soil and the seed would sprout up very quickly only to 

subsequently wither and die for lack of depth. Some people are like that. They have a very 

superficial grasp on the Gospel – they hear it and respond with initial enthusiasm, which often 

looks to us like real faith, but then very quickly, they fade away. It wasn’t real. It was only skin 

deep. Jesus is saying that the natural human heart is damnably shallow. It has no penetrating 

insight, no depth of attention and no real understanding apart from a work of God. 

 

Thirdly, Jesus says that some human hearts are distracted – he compares them to a cluster of 

thorns. In verse 18 he says: 

 

And others are the ones sown among thorns. They are those who hear the word, 19 but the cares of the world and the 

deceitfulness of riches and the desires for other things enter in and choke the word, and it proves unfruitful. (Mark 

4:18–19 ESV) 

 

Some people can’t understand the Word of God – not because it is too complicated – but because 

they are too distracted and delighted by other things. These are the folks sitting in church 

thinking about their portfolio or the baseball game or their fishing trip. Their headspace is filled 

up and spoken for by lesser things. Therefore they “hear the word” but it produces no effect. 

They can sit in church week after week, month are month, year after year – remarkably 
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unchanged. Spiritually speaking, the lights are on, but nobodies home. Their mind is somewhere 

else. Churches are filled with folks like these and they present a stark contrast to those who truly 

believe. That brings us to our second insight. 

 

2. People with a good heart accept the Word of God, grow in the Word of God and 

 share the Word of God with others 

 

Jesus says in verse 20: 

 

But those that were sown on the good soil are the ones who hear the word and accept it and bear fruit, thirtyfold and 

sixtyfold and a hundredfold. (Mark 4:20 ESV) 

 

Truly saved people receive the Word of God as the Word of God. They don’t edit it, change it, 

fight with it or reject it. They receive it as God’s gift and their good. And they grow and they 

change and they multiply in ways that simply cannot be explained.  

 

One commentator puts it this way: 

 

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.
44

 God is at work — hidden and unobserved — in Jesus and the gospel to produce a yield wholly 

disproportionate to human prospects and merit.
3
 

 

I like that phrase, “wholly disproportionate”. The growth and change in a truly saved person – if 

it is from God – should be wholly disproportionate to their natural prospects and merit. It 

shouldn’t look just like normal growth and maturation – there should be no doubt that God has 

entered in and has miraculously altered the course of your natural development. A saved person 

shows a change in trajectory and a change in their natural orientation and they begin growing, 

slowly but surely in the direction of Jesus Christ  - this comes from the Spirit according to 2 

Corinthians 3:18. 

 

In addition, the good soil people – the saved people – develop remarkable influence among their 

friends and loved ones. Real faith tends to spread. To your kids, to your family members and to 

other members of your community.  

 

                                                           
3
James R. Edwards, The Gospel According to Mark, Pillar New Testament Commentary. Accordance electronic ed. 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), 129-130. 
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That’s what this parable is teaching – and that is the answer to the question that has been building 

in the mind of the reader. As I mentioned off the top, if you are paying attention as you read 

through the Gospel of Mark you ought to be asking the question: why are people responding in so 

many different ways to the person and preaching of Jesus Christ? This parable gives us the 

answer: because of the state of their hearts. People whose hearts are filled with the concerns of 

this world – are treating Jesus like a Pepsi machine. They want to get gifts and comforts from the 

magic man – but that’s it – they don’t want to hear, they don’t want to be preached at, they don’t 

want to listen. People whose hearts are shallow are at the margins of the crowd, enjoying the 

show but leaving at the first sign of trouble. People whose hearts are hard are thinking more 

about protecting their position then they are about receiving what God is offering through the life 

and death of Jesus. But some people have prepared hearts and their hearts provide a warm 

welcome to the person and the preaching of Jesus. That’s why people are responding in such 

dramatically different ways. 

 

Application 

 

But that answer raises a couple of other questions, doesn’t it? The first one is this: 

 

1. How do I get a good heart? 

 

If the answer to the question of why people are responding in so many different ways is: because 

some people have a good heart and some people don’t then, the follow up question has to be: 

“How do I get a good heart?” I want a good heart! I want to be one of those people that receives 

and grows and multiplies – how can I get a good heart? 

 

And by the way, that’s exactly the question you are supposed to be asking. Remember I told you 

that parables are just confusing enough to exclude those who aren’t really listening. The lazy 

listener takes the first answer and walks away – he just skims the surface. The person who is 

leaning in sees the obvious implication and he asks the obvious question – how do I get a good 

heart? And so he goes back into this parable for another look and when he does he sees some 

very interesting things. The first thing he or she sees is what Jesus says in verse 11.  
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“To you has been given the secret of the kingdom of God” (Mark 4:11 ESV) 

 

That was the opening line of Jesus’ interpretation of this parable – so whatever this parable 

means it does not mean that the field prepared itself. You can’t give yourself a good heart. A 

good heart is a gift from God. Until you have a good heart the Kingdom of God will remain a 

mystery to you – it will remain hidden and you will remain uninterested and outside. Jesus said 

that again and again – he said that to Nicodemus. He said: 

 

“Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born again he cannot see the kingdom of God.” 4 Nicodemus said to him, 

“How can a man be born when he is old? Can he enter a second time into his mother’s womb and be born?” 5 Jesus 

answered, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God. 

(John 3:3–5 ESV) 

 

Water and Spirit – what does that mean? That refers back to the most important promise in the 

Old Testament. After the people of God had proven themselves utterly incapable of walking in 

the ways of God and had been sent by God into exile in Babylon – God made a promise. He said:  

 

I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you shall be clean from all your uncleannesses, and from all your idols I will 

cleanse you. 26 And I will give you a new heart, and a new spirit I will put within you. And I will remove the heart 

of stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh. 27 And I will put my Spirit within you, and cause you to 

walk in my statutes and be careful to obey my rules. (Ezekiel 36:25–27 ESV) 

 

That’s what it means to be born again! That’s what it means to be born of water and the Spirit – it 

means to receive a new heart and a new Spirit as a gift of grace from God. You have to receive 

that in order to see and enter the Kingdom of God. 

 

Do you understand what a game changing revelation that is? So many of us think that we have to 

understand before we believe – but here is what this parable is saying – you have to believe 

BEFORE YOU CAN UNDERSTAND and you have to receive grace in order to see and believe. 

So you don’t come to God at the end of an equation. You don’t work your way through all the 

complexities and then at the end credit the rationality of God – you say to him: “O God, I am 

blind and lost. I am ignorant and sinful. Find me. Help me! Change me! Save me!”  

 

And when your dead heart comes to life, when God is gracious and your eyes are opened – you 

will see and you believe and LOVE the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.  
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That’s the hidden gem in this parable. That’s the gift for those who lean in. This marvelous 

insight that grace comes before sight – that it takes a prior work of God to heal a heart, to dig ears 

and to open eyes. God goes first. God prepares the way. You have to be saved in order to really 

believe. 

 

“I believe; help my unbelief!” (Mark 9:24 ESV) 

 

That’s how Jesus wants us to pray. 

 

The second question then that his parable raises is this: 

 

2. How do I guard a good heart? 

 

Suppose God has done a work in you – how do you steward that? We know Jesus was concerned 

about that because in verse 24 of this same chapter Jesus tells the disciples: 

 

“Pay attention to what you hear (Mark 4:24 ESV) 

 

According to the Bible you are responsible for guarding the field of your heart! Old Testament 

and New we are told that. Proverbs 4:23 says: 

 

Above all else, guard your heart, for everything you do flows from it. (Proverbs 4:23 NIV11-GK) 

 

If you allow the field of your heart to get filled up with junk then you will no longer be able to 

receive and believe the saving word of God. Your growth rate will slow. Your multiplication and 

your influence will diminish. It will be harder to pass your faith on to friends and loved ones. 

 

So let’s get real practical. If you stay up all night watching The Walking Dead on Netflix then 

don’t be surprised when you don’t get anything out of the sermon – you didn’t come prepared. 

You didn’t guard your heart.  

 

And don’t be surprised if the Word of God bounces off of you and never makes an impression on 

you if all of your mental bandwidth is spent planning your retirement or growing your business. 

You didn’t come prepared; you didn’t guard your heart. 



11 

 

 

And don’t be surprised if you regularly listen to crackpots and false prophets instead of attending 

to the Word of God – don’t be surprised if straight up Bible preaching seems boring to you after 

that. You didn’t come prepared. You didn’t guard your heart. In Ecclesiastes 5 we read:  

 

Guard your steps when you go to the house of God. (Ecclesiastes 5:1 ESV) 

 

That’s an expression that refers to preparation and demeanor.
4
 Solomon says: you’ve got to 

prepare to hear the Word of God. He goes on to say:  

 

For when dreams increase and words grow many, there is vanity; but God is the one you must fear. 

(Ecclesiastes 5:7 ESV) 

 

He says a religion based on dreams and human words is vanity – its meaningless. God is the one 

you should fear. Prepare to hear his Word – get that other nonsense out of your mind. 

 

“Pay attention to what you hear”
5
, brothers and sisters, because a good heart is a gift. Prepared 

soil is a blessing from Almighty God. If you don’t have it – then plead with God to receive it. If 

you do have it, then guard it, steward it, watch over it, because this is the Word of the Lord. 

Thanks be to God, let’s pray together. 

 

 

                                                           
4. 

So Michael A. Eaton, Ecclesiastes: An Introduction and Commentary, vol. 18 of Tyndale Old Testament 

Commentaries. IVP/Accordance electronic ed. (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1983), 112. 
5
 Mark 4:24 ESV 


