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“Parable of the Four Soils” 

Mark 4:1-20 

April 6, 2014 

 
Opening Prayer –  

Why do different people respond differently to the same message?  

Why do some reject the Gospel of Jesus Christ and others accept it and live rich fulfilled Christian lives?  

Jesus provides us an answer to these questions in our passage before us this morning –  

So as we continue in the gospel of Mark; we’re going to look at the Parable of the Sower and the Four Soils. 

We’re going to dig a little deeper into these Four Soils (get down in the dirt so speak) as we unpack this passage this 

morning.  

 

It is only by God’s grace that you and I are able to respond to Christ and the truth of His Word.   

 

Mark 4: 1-2; “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. He taught them many 

things by parables,…” 

Again we see a very large crowd – so large that Jesus decides to get into a boat and teach. Our passage doesn’t tell us if this 

was for safety reasons to keep from being crushed or if it just placed Him in a more strategic place as He taught the large 

gathering of people. Either way, we are told in verse 2 that Jesus “taught them many things by parables” and He begins to 

share the “Parable of the Four Soils” with them.  

 

Jesus begins the parable with an extremely strong command; “Listen!” In others words – This is extremely important what 

I’m about to share with you. Then Jesus begins to tell them the parable about a farmer who went out to sow his seed.  

Verses 3-9; “Listen! A farmer went out to sow his seed. As he was scattering the seed, some fell along the path, and the 

birds came and ate it up. Some fell on rocky places, where it did not have much soil. It sprang up quickly, because the soil 

was shallow. But when the sun came up, the plants were scorched, and they withered because they had no root. Other seed 

fell among thorns, which grew up and choked the plants, so that they did not bear grain.
 
Still other seed fell on good soil. 

It came up, grew and produced a crop, multiplying thirty, sixty, or even a hundred times. He who has ears to hear, let him 

hear.” 
 

The people listening had a strong agricultural background and they were very familiar with how a farmer would sow the seed 

with a bag tied around his waist and with a practiced rhythm casting out the seed. As the farmer hurls his seed, some falls 

along the path and the birds swoop down and carry it away. Other seed lands on the rocky places, where it quickly sprouts, 

only to succumb to the hot scorching sun. Some of seed falls among the thornbushes, where the thorns and weeds grow up 

and choke out any good growth. Lastly, some seed falls upon good soil and produces a crop multiplying thirty, sixty, or even 

a hundred fold.  

 

Upon finishing the details of the parable, Jesus says in verse 9, “He who has ears to hear, let him hear.” Obviously, they 

could all hear what Jesus was saying, but not all were capable of hearing what He was teaching. Could you say that again 

Ken? In other words - Not everyone had ears to hear what Jesus was saying that day. Some understood, but many were 

confused and clueless by His teaching through the parable. The same is true today – People may hear the truth of God’s 

Word with their ears, but do not understand. It’s like they are listening to a foreign language. If a deeper sense of hearing is 

going to take place, God has to do it through the work of the Holy Spirit for one to understand & gain the spiritual truth & 

wisdom that He gives through His Word. We are totally dependent on God to open eyes to His truths found in His Word.  

 

Next, the scene shifts from a public setting to a private setting where only Jesus’ followers are present in verses 10-13. 

“When he was alone, the Twelve and the others around him asked him about the parables.
 
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
 
so that, “‘they may be 

ever seeing but never perceiving, and ever hearing but never understanding; otherwise they might turn and be forgiven!’
 

Then Jesus said to them, “Don’t you understand this parable? How then will you understand any parable?” 
 

Jesus’ disciples had questions and they needed God’s divine revelation to understand. As Jesus explains the meaning of the 

parable, He begins by telling His disciples “The secret of the kingdom of God has been given to you.” As His disciples they 

were Jesus’ followers, they had been given the secret of the kingdom of God.  
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A "secret" is something that can only be known if someone tells it to you, so it’s not necessarily hard to understand, but it 

would not be know without someone telling it to you. The secret of the kingdom of God is a mystery that can only be given 

by God through divine revelation.  

 

So what exactly is the "secret"? The secret of the kingdom of God that Jesus is talking about here is the unexpected way the 

kingdom of God has come to the world. You see, as Jesus is telling this parable, it would seem all wrong and confusing to 

His hearers. Planting and harvesting were common word pictures used to describe the kingdom of God in Jesus’ day, and 

many teachers probably used similar types of word pictures to describe the coming of the kingdom of God. But the coming 

of the kingdom of God was always pictured as the harvest. That time when the wheat is separated from the chaff, when the 

righteous were rewarded and the wicked would be judged. The kingdom of God was supposed to come with power and 

decisiveness, separating out the good people from the bad, overthrowing the political structures and nations that opposed God 

and oppressed His people. The kingdom of God wasn’t supposed to come like a seed being planted, it was supposed to come 

like a harvest being gathered.  

 

But Jesus says the coming of the kingdom of God is the seed that precedes the harvest of God’s Kingdom at the end of the 

age. The kingdom of God didn’t come to the world with trumpets and press releases, but it came to the world through the life 

and death of Jesus Christ. This went totally against all the expectations of the people back then. They believed the kingdom 

of God was about warhorses and battlefields, about thrones and judgment, not about this man they were seeing, named Jesus, 

proclaiming to be God. 

 

That is why Jesus referred to Isaiah 6:9-10 here when He said in verses 11b-12, “But to those on the outside everything is 

said in parables
 
so that, “‘they may be ever seeing but never perceiving, and ever hearing but never understanding; 

otherwise they might turn and be forgiven!’” Jesus is showing them that by using parables, the people who are not followers 

of Christ will not be able to get it.  

 

In fact, Jesus says, this Parable of the Four Soils is the foundational parable to understanding every other parable. Look at 

verse 13; “Don’t you understand this parable? How then will you understand any parable?” The secret of the kingdom of 

God is a mystery that can only be given by God through divine revelation. God has to open the eyes, ears, and heart of the 

unbeliever before they understand. Again, not necessarily hard to understand. – But in fact, once God opens our eyes to the 

truth – it like when we share with others – how are you not seeing it. The Four Soils represent four conditions of the heart: 

(Vs. 14-20) 

 

Jesus then goes on explain the parable to the disciples and the others around Him in Verses 14-20;  

“The farmer sows the word. 
 
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. 
 
Others, like seed sown on rocky places, hear the word and 

at once receive it with joy. 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. Still others, like seed sown among thorns, hear the word; 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. 

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.” 
Let’s take a deeper look at the four soils that are representing the four conditions of the human heart as Jesus describes them.  

1) The hard heart (vs. 14-15) 
Verses 14-15; “The farmer sows the Word. 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.” 
The farmer’s fields during Jesus’ time were long and narrow, often winding paths dividing the fields which had been beaten 

as hard as concrete by the feet, hooves, and wheels that used them. Once the seeds fell on the hard path, they just bounced up 

and were blown around in the wind. Eventually birds would sweep down and carry the seeds away. These beaten paths 

represent the hardened hearts of the people who hear God’s Word, but has no impact at all on them. The soil along the path 

serves as a warning that Satan seeks to steal, and to kill, and to destroy. (John 10:10) Whether realized or not, Satan is the 

one leading the charge for those who refuse to have any openness to the truths of God’s Word. This represents people whose 

lives are so filled with the frantic pace of all that is going on that they have no time for God and His Word and have become 

so hardened that none of God’s truth impacts them.  
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Pastor and commentary writer Kent Hughes says it this way; “Life for them may be the sports page and a beer, or a movie 

magazine and an hour at the beauty shop. There may be no gross sin, but there is no interest in God whatsoever. Life is pre-

occupied with other things.”    

One of the main emphases Jesus is getting at it here is busyness. How many people do you know whose lives are filled with 

busyness? This was (and is still a warning to us today) that people who are “on the go” and living lives that are so frantic and 

busy rarely have any time for God, much less give a thought to God and their spiritual condition. This ground needs to be 

broken up and it may require a chisel for it to happen because a plow can’t cut it. When chiseling needs to take place, many 

times that isn’t fun – there can be extreme discomfort and pain. But that’s exactly how God’s grace has come to impact many 

– maybe even some of you. You & I need to be praying for ourselves and our friends who are so busy that they don’t have 

any time for God and His Word. Only God can and does break into the hardest of hearts – because that where many of us 

were before He broke into our hearts and drew us to His Son, Jesus by His amazing grace; when He came and rescued us.    

2) The shallow heart (vs. 16-17) 

Verses 16-17; “Others, like seed sown on rocky places, hear the word and at once receive it with joy. 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.”   
As Jesus shared the parable, again He speaks in a language that the people can easily understand. Much of the land around 

Galilee had this thin layer of soil over limestone bedrock. Jesus says when the seed falls here, the warm sun quickly heats the 

seed in the shallow soil causing a quick growth, but then the hot sun beats down on this new growth & just as quickly 

scorches it as it withers & dies. It’s like a person who makes a profession of faith and they are on fire – But all of sudden 

they’re gone – What’s happened? Possibly some sort of trial or hardship has come into their life and God is not who they 

expected Him to be and they walk away. There was a shallow emotional response to Christ which never penetrated the heart, 

mind, and soul of the person; so when affliction comes, and anyone who is a follower of Christ knows that affliction will 

come, there was immediate rejection.  And in falling away, many times there is a bitterness that takes place and the response 

is – “I tried that Jesus thing and it doesn’t work for me.” This type of occurrence happens often in our world today.   

Affliction like the sun, brings growth in good soil, but causes one to wither when the profession of faith is based on a shallow 

emotional response.  

Please don’t misunderstand me –  

Authentic, genuine saving faith always involves great emotion – But true genuine saving faith is always more than just 

emotion, it’s a heart transformation that also impacts the mind & the soul of a person.  True faith involves the entire person – 

Then when affliction or even persecution occurs, their faith is strengthened and as James 1:2-4 teaches, as followers of 

Christ, we: “Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing 

of your faith develops perseverance. Perseverance must finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not 

lacking anything.”    
The next heart condition is:  

3) The crowded/divided heart (vs.18-19) 

Verses 18-19; “Still others, like seed sown among thorns, hear the word; 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.” 
What we have here is the sower casting the seed among the thorns. The ground itself is bare and the thornbushes are not 

visible because they have been burned off on the surface by the hot sun, but its roots remain intact. When this seed is sown 

and watered, it begins to germinate, but along with it, the thornbushes also spout and grow and they choke off the good plants 

before it can produce any fruit. Jesus says that “the worries of this life, the deceitfulness of wealth and the desires for other 

things” are causes for the lack of fruit in one’s life. 

 

The crowded/divided heart will show some signs of movement toward Christ, but then the distractions of life take over and 

Christ gets choked out. This person gets pulled into other directions, and eventually chases the things that the world values, 

such as wealth, fame, and fortune. This crowded/divided heart is like the heart of a young woman who was being proposed to 

by a young man. “Sweetheart,” he said; I want you to know that I love more than anything else in the world and I want you 

to marry me. I know I’m not rich and don’t own a Porsche like Jimmy Jones, but I do love you with all my heart.” To which 

the young woman replies; “I love you too with all my heart, but could you tell me more about Jimmy Jones.”  

A heart that has been overcome with the things of this world is not a believing heart – And the Word of God has no room to 

grow and eventually gets choked out. – Because the person is totally consumed by the things of this world. Jesus tells is 

Matthew 6:24; “No one can serve two masters. Either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the 

one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and Money.” Many may begin well, and it may even look as though 

they are genuine believers, but then the love of the world takes over and chokes out any sign of Christ in their lives and there 

is no fruit – only thornbushes.  
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Finally, Jesus says there is: 

4) The fertile/fruitful heart (vs. 20) – which Jesus tells us bears forth much fruit.  

Verse 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.” 
When the seed of God’s Word falls on the fertile/fruitful heart, it takes deep root. It produces a great harvest of fruit. Bearing 

fruit is the mark of a true genuine believer. Galatians 5:22-23; “But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, 

kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.” Not only does the seed produce a great harvest of fruit, it 

also produces a great harvest of good works. Ephesians 2:10; “For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to 

do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.” Jesus is not telling us that we earn our salvation by doing 

good works. What Jesus is saying is that a true faith will always produce fruit in a person’s life.  

 

The condition of our heart has a direct correlation to the fruit we bear in our lives.  

 

So if a person says they’ve responded to the good news, but their life is the same as it always has been, there may be a reason 

to question whether their response was truly genuine faith. But we must be careful here – when it come to inspecting other 

people’s lives. Too many times I want to remove the spec from my brother’s eye before I’ve dealt with the log in my own 

eye. (Matthew 7:4) But take notice that Jesus said the amount of harvest varies in the good soil, some thirty, some sixty, 

some hundred fold. So it’s not for us to count wheat stalks to determine whether a person’s response is authentic or not. 

But as I said earlier, life should not be the same once a person comes to genuine saving faith in Jesus Christ – “The old has 

gone, and the new has come.” (2 Corinthians 5:17) 
 

So in reality this should cause us to pause and examine ourselves. Is my own heart good soil? Is the good news of Christ 

producing any fruit in my life? Am I being changed, being transformed into more like the image of Jesus Christ? Or do I just 

go to church? Am I just religious? Is my life filled with busyness? I encourage all us to do an inventory in our lives, take a 

reality check: What is Jesus producing in my life? A fertile/fruitful heart will bear much fruit. May our hearts be that of fertile 

soil bearing much fruit for the kingdom of God all for His glory! Amen! 

 

As we close this morning, we see our passage today identifies what makes up bad soil bad. The beaten-down path represents 

those who refuse to repent and therefore become hard. The rocky soil are those who hang in only when things are going 

good, but as soon as the first trial hits – they’re gone like the wind. The thorn infested ground represents those who are so 

invested in this world that it chokes out any chance of God’s Word taking root in their life. But Jesus’ parable does not 

identity what makes good soil, but only that good soil produces thirty, sixty, and hundred times what was sown. 

What we do see is – the sovereignty of God in this parable, He is in control of the crop and He determines whether it will 

produce thirty, sixty, or even a hundred times what was sown.  

 

The parable does not tell us how to become good soil, it tells us “Whoever has ears to hear, let him hear.” And we can only 

hear and understand the truth of who God is and His Word as He draws us to Him. And once we come to Christ, our response 

as followers of Christ must be a heart of obedience. Obedience is the mark of a true disciple; one who has accepted Jesus, 

believed His words, and allowed Him to make a difference in his/her life. John 15:16; “You did not choose me, but I chose 

you and appointed you so that you might go and bear fruit—fruit that will last.” As we go, we go in obedience to the Great 

Commission – “Go and make disciples” Matthew 28:19. And even then as we go, we see the sovereignty of God revealed in 

the sharing of the hope we have in Jesus to a lost and dying world. 

 

Notice in this parable, the sower does not prejudge the soil. He cast seeds everywhere and has not decided ahead time as to 

whether the soil has potential or not. The good soil is good not because of who we are, but good soil is only good because of 

the supernatural work of what God, the Holy Spirit has done on the depraved soul. His amazing saving grace that saved a 

wretch like me when He sent His Son, Jesus to die on that cross, taking my sin upon Himself and rising on third day from the 

grave. As followers of Jesus Christ, we must not prejudge the soil. Jesus confirms that the success of the seed taking root and 

bearing fruit comes solely from God. Insight into the mystery of the kingdom of God is something that only God can reveal!  

As we share the gospel of Christ with others, we take no credit for any success, nor do we beat ourselves down for any 

failure. We are not called to be successful, but only commanded to be obedient and faithful. 

Apostle Paul tells us 1 Corinthians 3:6-7;  

“I planted the seed, Apollos watered it, but God has been making it grow. So neither the one who plants nor the one who 

waters is anything, but only God, who makes things grow.”   
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Jesus tell us in John 6:44; “No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws them,” 

Ephesians 2:1, 8; “As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins,...For it is by grace you have been saved, 

through faith—and this is not from yourselves, it is the gift of God” 
So therefore, it is only by God’s amazing grace that He draws any to Christ. The Holy Spirit has to change a person’s heart 

before they will ever say “yes” to Jesus. That’s the power of the Sower – He prepares the soil to receive the seed of His 

Word. And that is why we keep planting, sharing the hope of Jesus to all He brings into our path, even in the most unlikely of 

places. That is why we keep praising Him for all He has done in your life and my life! 

For this reason, we say “salvation is of the Lord,” and to Him alone belongs all the glory. (Jonah 2:9) 

Amen. Amen!  

Let us pray.  

 

“Communion” 

 


