
Mark 4   

Jesus was teaching the people using parables (v. 2).  What is a parable?  An earthly story with a spiritual or 
heavenly meaning. It is an illustration that teaches truth by comparing one to the other. Parables were a common 
form of teaching in Judaism. Jesus didn’t invent them. He wasn’t the first to use them. The religious teachers of 
Jesus' day used parables extensively, so Jesus' hearers were familiar with this rhetorical style. But the rabbis used 
them only to illustrate and clarify, not to conceal. P. 98 
 
After He had told the parable (vv. 3-8), which has to do with the sower, the seed, and the soil, what did the 
disciples ask him (v. 10)?  To explain the parable. 
 
How did Jesus describe the two groups He was speaking to in parables (vv. 11-12)?  The disciples had been 
given the “secret” about the kingdom of God. Although, so far, they didn’t totally understand much of its full impact. 
The secret was Jesus and the Gospel message. 
 
On the other hand, those blinded by unbelief saw in Jesus nothing but a threat to their existence. They rejected Him 
and did not come to know the “secret” of God’s kingdom. Jesus’ parables served to conceal its truths from them.1 
 
Only those with open, receptive hearts were allowed to know the “secret” (or mystery) of the kingdom of God.   
 
Why did Jesus talk in parables (vv. 11-12)?  He was addressing two groups of people -- those who have ears to 
hear and those who don’t (v. 9). The use of parables would identify true seekers.  The spiritual condition of the 
people would be revealed by the way they responded.  

The believers (disciples) asked him to explain the meaning of the Parable (v. 10); the unbelievers (skeptics) just 
turned away and left. This action had the impact of concealing the truth from the unbelievers.  They didn’t hang 
around long enough to hear the explanation.  Jesus was not withholding the truth from some; by virtue of the 
unbelievers’ response, the truth was hidden from them.  They were responsible for not receiving the truth.  Their 
inability to comprehend is a divine judgment for their unbelief (Romans 11:25). 

One other reason He used parables….So His enemies would have no direct information to use against him. When 
He said to the paralytic who was lowered on the mat, “Son your sins are forgiven”, they accused Him of blasphemy.  
On the other hand, talking in parables about soils, lamp on a stand, mustard seed, etc. didn’t provide any 
ammunition they could use against Him.  The use of parables disarmed the enemy. 

What is the meaning of Isaiah’s prophecy (v. 12)?  “Those on the outside” were like the Israelites in Isaiah’s day 
(Isaiah 6:9–10). Isaiah said that this spiritual blindness and deafness that comes to people is God’s judgment 
(Romans 11:25). He particularly referred to Israel as a nation for rejecting God’s revelation, especially as expressed 
in Jesus. They would see or hear the imagery of a parable but they would not understand its spiritual meaning. 
Otherwise they might turn to God (repent) and be forgiven by Him.2 
 
What was the message behind Jesus’ questions (v. 13)?  The two questions here emphasize the importance of 
the Soils Parable. The Lord Jesus asked the disciples how they could expect to understand more involved kingdom 
parables if they could not understand this simple one.3 
 
Jesus explained the Parable of the Sower (vv. 14-20)? 

• What does the seed represent?  The Word (truth) of God.  
• Who is the farmer/sower? Anyone sowing the seed (including us as believers). 
• What do the Soils represent?  The heart of the listener/recipient. 

 
There are four different kinds of soils. What happened to the seed when it fell on the different soils? 
 

Soil #1 (v.  15) — Was the hard soil found along the path. The birds ate the seed lying on it. Spiritual 
meaning? The hearts of these listeners represent unprepared soil (hard heart).  These hearers symbolize a 
spiritual battle that Satan wins easily. They are low hanging fruit for Satan.  



Soil #2 (v. 16) —Rocky places. This soil was shallow, unable to establish roots. Spiritual meaning? These 
hearers receive the Word of God with a flash of enthusiasm that quickly burns out. They give up quickly 
when trouble and persecution strike and it becomes difficult to follow Jesus.  

Soil #3 (v. 18) —Among thorns and weeds, which crowd out the plants. Spiritual meaning? For these 
listeners everything else soon begins to crowd out/overtake the Word of God: i.e. the things of this world, 
the worries of life, activities, wealth, etc.  

Soil #4 (v. 20) —Good soil, cultivated, prepared to receive seed. Spiritual meaning? Some people are like 
the good ground—they accept the word and bear fruit. Fruit bearing is a mark of good soil, a right heart, a 
true believer. 

Just as the seed is going to respond in a variety of ways depending on the condition of the soil, the Word of God is 
going to have a variety of impacts depending on the condition of the heart of the hearer.   This parable could more 
appropriately be called “The Parable of the Soils.”  What kind of soil do I represent?   
 
In the parable, we, as believers, identify ourselves as the sower.  In that capacity, what is our 
role/responsibility?  Our job is exclusively to sow the seed…Proclaim the good news….Tell everybody about Jesus 
Christ.  Don’t focus on the soil.  Don’t worry about where the seed falls.  The condition of the soil is not the 
responsibility of the sower.  That is God’s job -- to prepare the soil (the hearts of the hearers).   Once we have sown 
the seed, our job is done and God takes over.  He is responsible to cause the seed to germinate and grow. 
 
In the parable of the lamp, what does the lamp represent (v. 21)?  The Word of God/truth.  What is the 
spiritual meaning of this earthly story? Jesus just lit the disciples’ lamp by explaining the Parable of Sower. He 
gave them knowledge of the truth.  Now He is telling them, “Don’t hide it, don’t keep it to yourselves but broadcast 
it. Tell the world about me.”  Let the light of the lamp (Word of God) shine so people can see the truth. 
 
What does Jesus mean by the hearing/measure principle (vv. 24-25)?  Consider carefully what you 
hear/listen to. If you’re hearing the right stuff….the more you hear….the more you learn….the more you 
understand….the more you grow and experience God’s blessings. This snowball effect starts from listening.  This is 

a call for disciples to continue growing We need to be intentional about hearing. What are some ways we can 
“hear” the right things?   
 
Every time we acquire fresh truth and allow it to become real in our lives, we are sure to be given more truth. On 
the other hand, failure to respond to truth results in a loss of what was previously acquired.4 
 
Parable of the growing seed (vv. 26-29).  (Earthly story) A farmer scatters some seed.  Over time, day and night, 
the seed sprouts and grows all by itself and produces a crop.   The farmer doesn’t know how the growth happens. 
He can’t see it growing.  How exactly the seed grows is a mystery to the farmer. When the crop is ripe the farmer 
returns to reap the harvest. 
 
Spiritual meaning -- What does the seed represent?  Word of God.  Who is the man spreading the seed?  
Believers including us. What happens when the seed is spread?  New life…Fruit…Growth of the seed.  How does 
it work? We can’t see the Word of God working. It works in a way that it invisible to our eyes and unexplainable.  
The Word of God will bring forth fruit by itself. “For the word of God is living and active. Sharper than any double-
edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes of 
the heart”  (Hebrews 4:12). When the crop is ripe, souls are harvested for God.  
 
Parable of the Mustard Seed (v. 30).  (Earthly story) A mustard seed, the smallest of seeds, is planted and grows 
into a huge tree.   
 
Spiritual meaning – What does the mustard seed represent? Word of God. The tiny mustard seed grows into 
a huge tree.  What does the huge tree represent?  The Kingdom of God.  The contrast is between the Kingdom of 
God’s small beginnings and how it will eventually become something very large and beneficial. When Jesus came, 
He planted the seed in twelve men. Look at the Kingdom now! The contrast is between the insignificant beginning 



of God’s kingdom, embodied in the presence of Jesus, with the greatness of the end result to be established at His 
Second Coming when it will surpass all the earth’s kingdoms in power and glory.5 
 
Jesus and His disciples are in the boat…big storm…swamping the boat…what was Jesus doing (v. 35)? 
Sleeping!  What does that tell us about Jesus?  He was not worried. He knew his life was not in danger; it would 
not end prematurely.  The fact that Jesus could sleep in such a storm reflected His physical exhaustion, another 
indication of His full humanity.   

How did the disciples react (v. 41)?  Did they breathe a sigh of relief and thank him for saving their lives 
when the wind calmed down? They were terrified. They didn’t understand.   
 
As you look at the terrified reaction of the disciples, what observations can you make about them and their 
faith?  They still didn’t “get it”.  They didn’t fully understand the truth of who Jesus was. 
 
Any take-away’s on handling the storms of life?  Jesus can control the natural circumstances of life.  Storms 
come even when Jesus is in the boat with you.  He doesn’t always calm the storm because often there is a purpose 
to the storm.   
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