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Session Two:  A Sower Went Out to Sow in the Gospel of Mark  
 
Prayer 
 
Read the text: Mark 4:1-20 
 
Unique to this parable both in the Gospels in general and in this series: this is an instance where 
the Lord both offers the parable and also offers its interpretation or meaning in very explicit 
terms.  
 
The parable in the larger context of Mark’s style, and location within the Gospel 

 Mark’s Gospel in comparison to the other three offers fewer examples of teaching 
discourses. He’s heavily action-oriented.   

 It is mainly Jesus’ acts of healing and miracles that offer the revelation of the Kingdom 
of God and of his identity for Mark.  

 The parable of the sower is a privileged piece of text in the Gospel because it is one of 
the few teaching examples that Mark offers.   

 We might speculate therefore that it was especially important to Mark and the 
community to which he was writing, and might offer a key about how to understand it 
in its context because its inclusion is a shift from Mark’s general contents.  

 
Helpful contextual points for this parable:  

 Very likely that Mark composed his Gospel in the City of Rome, maybe in the 60’s AD 
which was time of great persecution for the Christians in that city.  

 There were many defectors from the faith who had expressed initial interest in the 
message of Jesus and the Christian life, but they abandoned the faith under the pressure 
of persecution, much like a seed that sprouts in shallow soil and withers.  

 

 The parable occurs early in Mark’s text, near the outset of Jesus’ ministry in Galilee.    

 The chapter opens by offering the detail that at this point in his ministry, Jesus is 
drawing large crowds, so much so that he had to teach while standing in a boat just off 
the shore.  

 Yet he has also faced opposition already, leading him to utilize different modes of 
address depending upon who he is talking to. 

 Large crowds in Mark are taught along the shoreline, and in parables with meanings that 
are mysterious and open to wide interpretations.  

 The disciples and apostles, by contrast, are instructed in private and more explicitly.  
 
Unpacking the parable itself: main characters, figures, and actions 

 In this case, Jesus himself interprets the parable for us as an allegory.   

 There is a sower sowing seed, which he identifies as “the word.”   
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 The sower is using the broadcast method to plant grain for future harvest.  Seed is taken 
in the hand and strewn around the sower as he walks through the field.  

 The seed lands on four different types of soil, which the Lord identifies as different types 
of believers who hear the word of God but react better or worse to it.  

 The Lord himself explains the causes of the problems for the three types of soil, or 
personal situations, that do not produce abundant fruit.  

 Some hearers seem totally unable to receive the word. These hearers are symbolized as 
the seeds landing on the hardened pathway where nothing penetrates. Satan takes the 
word before anything can take root.  

 Some hearers seem to like the idea of the word more than the word itself. They are like 
shallow dirt on top of hard rock beneath where nothing can sink deep roots.  Such belief 
will not last.  

 Maybe “rocky ground” is a play on words to describe Peter (“the Rock”) and the 
disciples who all abandon Jesus during the Passion. 

 Some hearers are those who are unable to protect the word from being crowded out by 
other priorities.  The Lord calls these worldly anxieties, riches, and cravings.  The word 
will face stiff competition in the hearts of those who hear it.  

 The fourth type of hearer is the rich soil, and yield of faith is extraordinary.  This person 
“hears,” and “accepts” the word and “bears fruit.” (all three actions form a whole).   

 
 
Where is the twist or the unexpected element?  

 Contemporary listeners to this story along the rural, sea shore in Galilee would all have 
been very familiar with broadcast seed planting and with the concept of grain yields.  

 Two elements of the story would have struck them as unusual, providing an insight into 
the intended power of the parable.  

 One: the sower of the seed in this story is very liberal with his seed, not focusing on 
what type of soil he is throwing it on.  Broadcast seeding is not precise, but by any 
contemporary standard, most listeners would have been struck by how unconcerned 
the sower is about targeting the seeds.    

 Two: (more striking) is the contrast between the yields of the first three types of soil and 
the final type of soil.  A seed yielding fruit that is thirty, sixty, or one hundred fold is 
dramatically potent seed.  Any listener to the story would have wanted to know where 
they could get their hands on some seed like that!  

 And, they would want to know what they could do to prepare soil that could yield that 
kind of harvest.  

 
What does the parable of the sower reveal about the Kingdom of God and about the Lord? 
[more will be said in the “lessons” session] 

 The Lord enters into our world by offering his teachings and offering himself.  He breaks 
in. 
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 The Lord is looking for a response of faith, characterized by “acceptance” of the word. 
His preaching is a summons to conversion and change, but it is not automatic since we 
can reject it. 

 

 The Lord does not force himself or his word on anyone.  He makes himself manifest and 
present, but no seed is forced into anyone.  He must be received as a soil receives, 
opens up, to take in a seed that lands on top of it.  He allows us to respond.  

 The Lord is very generous with his word, and the Kingdom is open to all who can hear.  
No secret words of salvation in the Christian way of life.  

 His word is powerful and even in the face of great opposition, it will bear rich fruit.  The 
kingdom has an unstoppable quality to it, even if many turn away from it.  

 God is not deterred by failures of the first three seeds.  He will keep sowing and 
planting: “It is the way of the Lord never to stop sowing the seed, even when he knows 
beforehand that some of it will not respond.” Saint John Chrysostom  

 It’s a mini version of the Gospel story itself.   
 
What does it reveal about us? 

 It sums up the human response to Jesus in the Gospel itself, also the situation of the 
early Church, and of humanity in every era:  

 He is popular at first, but then as the narrative unfolds, most people are scandalized and 
fall away 

 We want religion and worship and faith to be attractive, exciting, and easy.  When the 
hardships of life scorch us like the sun, often we wither in our faith.  

 Our ears are often deaf to God’s word 

 We are easily deterred and easily distracted by the worries of life.  
 
 
 
What choice does it demand? [more on this in the reflection video] 

 Giving ourselves permission to hear and be convicted by the Scriptures and by church 
teaching 

 Striving daily with prayer, fasting, and works of charity to be good soil.   
 
End of Session Two  


