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The Parable of the Sower 

 

 

 

 The words of the Lord Jesus Christ were always striking and colorful. He 

spoke about camels going through the eye of a needle. He had us picture 

someone trying to remove a speck out of another’s eye when a plank of wood 

was in their own eye. He talked about a son running away from his father. The 

stories Jesus told are called parables1.  

 

 A parable is a story that helps to reveal truth. They provide us with flashes 

of insight to help us see things to which we may be blind. Sometimes we put up 

defenses against the straight forward proclamation of the truth. But a good story 

puts us at ease and tends to disarm our opposition. So Jesus Christ used parables 

as a tactical maneuver to push aside old ways of thinking for new insights. The 

parables are moral stories to get us to get us to stop, think and change our 

behavior. But there is also a judgmental aspect to the parables. Jesus often 

taught in parables, as we shall see, to hide the truth from people who refused to 

believe anyway.  

 

Our first parable in this series is called the parable of the sower. It’s a story 

about a farmer sowing seeds and the four different kinds of soil upon which the 

seeds fell. This is the first parable Jesus taught and it is the first in a series of seven 

about the kingdom of God. The story reveals why some people believe the 

Word of God and enter His kingdom and why others do not.  

 

Here is the background to the story. Jesus had been enjoying great 

popularity. People came from near and far to see a miracle and to hear Jesus 

teach. And on this particular day Jesus Christ healed many people. This 

included a paralyzed man who was in the synagogue. It was after that 

particular healing that the religious leaders began to plot how to kill Jesus. They 

rejected him as God’s Messiah.  

 

So after a full day of teaching and miracles and confrontations with the 

religious leaders, Jesus was resting by the sea of Galilee. But then a huge crowd 

gathered around him. So Jesus got into a boat to face the crowd and he 

began to teach this parable.  

 

On the same day Jesus went out of the house and  

                                                           
1 The Greek word translated “parable” is parabole which means to throw alongside. It is a placing of a truth within 
a story. 



sat by the sea. 2 And great multitudes were gathered  

together to Him, so that He got into a boat and sat;  

and the whole multitude stood on the shore. 
3 Then He spoke many things to them in parables,  

saying: “Behold, a sower went out to sow. 4 And as  

he sowed, some seed fell by the wayside; and the  

birds came and devoured them. 5 Some fell on stony  

places, where they did not have much earth; and they 

 immediately sprang up because they had no depth of  

earth. 6 But when the sun was up they were scorched,  

and because they had no root they withered away.  
7 And some fell among thorns, and the thorns sprang  

up and choked them. 8 But others fell on good ground  

and yielded a crop: some a hundredfold, some sixty,  

some thirty. 9 He who has ears to hear, let him hear!” 

(Matthew 13:1-9) 

 

 The story Jesus told painted a familiar scene in the minds of those listening. 

They could picture a man with his seed bag slung over his shoulder going 

through the field scattering seed. The various kinds of soil would have been 

familiar too. But what did the story mean? And what did Jesus mean when he 

said, “He who has ears to hear, let him hear!”? 

 

 As we will see in a moment Jesus meant that it is not enough to have 

physical ears on the side of your head. There is another kind of ear that some 

people have. Let’s call it a spiritual ear or an ear of the heart. There is an ear 

that hears in the preaching of God’s Word more than mere words. There is a 

beauty and a power in the words that compels us to receive it and believe it 

and obey it. That is the kind of hearing that Jesus was speaking about.  

 

 Well, Jesus finished the story and the people were waiting for the punch 

line. But according to the gospel of Mark, that was the end of it. Jesus left and 

the crowd left. But later the disciples went to Jesus to ask him about the parable. 

 

And the disciples came and said to Him, “Why do You 

 speak to them in parables?” 11 He answered and said  

to them, “Because it has been given to you to know the  

mysteries of the kingdom of heaven, but to them it has  

not been given. 

(Matthew 13:10, 11) 

 

 In the Bible mysteries are truths that are hidden or not fully revealed in the 

Old Testament, but which are revealed at the right time in the New Testament. 

Here is what the mystery of the kingdom is all about. In the Old Testament it 



seemed like when the Messiah arrived the kingdom of God would immediately 

be established in the world and God’s enemies would be overthrown. But here 

was Jesus claiming to be the Messiah, the promised King, but Rome still 

occupied Israel. The kingdom of God had not yet come.  

 

 The mystery of the kingdom is that people need to be saved by faith in 

the Messiah to enter the kingdom. And so the kingdom will be established in the 

hearts of men and women who believe God’s Word before it is established in 

our world. Through God’s grace and mercy God is taking time to set up His 

kingdom in our world. This is because in century after century He is calling men 

and women to salvation and the kingdom through faith in Christ. The kingdom 

will come and change our world forever, just as surely as tomorrow will come.2 

But God loves the world and wants to save people so they don’t perish.3 

 

 And many people will believe God’s Word about the kingdom, but many 

more will not. But why? Why will some believe God’s Word while others do not? 

The Lord will explain why when he explains the parable. But right now what he 

has to say is stunning.  

 

He answered and said to them, “Because it has been  

given to you to know the mysteries of the kingdom of  

heaven, but to them it has not been given. 12 For  

whoever has, to him more will be given, and he will  

have abundance; but whoever does not have, even  

what he has will be taken away from him. 

(Matthew 13:11, 12) 

 

 This seems so unfair at first reading. Why would you take something from 

someone who has little or nothing? The answer is that Jesus Christ was talking 

about faith and trust in God’s Word and the insight gained from that faith. A 

fundamental law of life is use it or lose it. 

 

 You have muscles in your body. Suppose you deliberately refuse to use 

one? Soon you will find that the muscle begins to weaken and atrophy; what 

you have is taken away—use it or lose it. In biblical terms the truths of Scripture 

must be believed and acted upon in order to gain from them. Truth rejected or 

unused is lost. God offers all men and women truth and life every day. Some 

receive it and others sadly do not.  

 

Therefore I speak to them in parables, because seeing  

they do not see, and hearing they do not hear, nor do  
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they understand. 14 And in them the prophecy of Isaiah  

is fulfilled, which says: 

 

‘Hearing you will hear and shall not understand, 

And seeing you will see and not perceive; 
15 For the hearts of this people have grown dull. 

Their ears are hard of hearing, 

And their eyes they have closed, 

Lest they should see with their eyes and hear with their ears, 

Lest they should understand with their hearts and turn, 

So that I should heal them.’ 

 
16 But blessed are your eyes for they see, and your ears for  

they hear; 17 for assuredly, I say to you that many prophets  

and righteous men desired to see what you see, and did  

not see it, and to hear what you hear, and did not hear it. 

(Matthew 13:13-17) 

 

 To explain why he taught in parables Jesus quotes the Old Testament 

prophet Isaiah. The parables concealed the truth from hard hearts even as they 

revealed truth to those who would receive it. But the emphasis here is on those 

whose hearts are determined to be hard set against the truth. And this teaches 

us something profound about preaching. 

 

 Preaching is always effective even when it is not believed. Isaiah was told 

to preach although almost all of Israel at the time refused to believe him. 

Therefore the Word of God was a judgment against them. At times even the 

sweetest of verses in the Bible, Like John 3:16— 

 

For God so loved the world that He gave His only  

begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him should not  

perish but have everlasting life. 

 

even a verse like that may bring about divine judgment. When people hear the 

Word of God and reject it they have passed judgment on themselves that they 

are unworthy of everlasting life. We need to take care how we hear God’s 

Word. Preaching is one thing and it is important. But hearing is just as important. 

Take care how you hear God’s Word. Now Jesus explains the parable.  

 

Therefore hear the parable of the sower:  
19 When anyone hears the word of the kingdom, and  

does not understand it, then the wicked one comes  

and snatches away what was sown in his heart. This is  

he who received seed by the wayside. 



(Matthew 13:18, 19) 

 

 The sower in the parable is not identified. But in the parable that follows 

the sower is Jesus Christ.4 In a wider sense any believer who shares the good 

news is a sower of the Word of God. Now an important characteristic about the 

sower is that he is generous and extravagant. As we will see the sower is 

throwing seed everywhere. He is broadcasting seed; making known the Word of 

God with reckless abandon.  

 

 Now, the soil on the wayside is like a sidewalk. It is a path near the farm 

field that has been hardened by years of people walking on it. This soil 

represents the heard-hearted hearer. Our hearts become hard because of what 

people do to it or because of what we do to ourselves. The Word has been 

heard by the physical ear, but not in the heart. The person is not interested. They 

are blind to it. According to 2 Corinthians 4:4 “the god of this age has blinded” 

their minds to the truth. The Word of God never takes root and Satan, like birds 

eating seeds, snatches the good news out of the heart. This is the unresponsive 

hearer. Now comes the superficial hearer.  

 

But he who received the seed on stony places, this is he  

who hears the word and immediately receives it with joy;  
21 yet he has no root in himself, but endures only for a while.  

For when tribulation or persecution arises because of the word, 

immediately he stumbles. 

(Matthew 13:20, 21) 

 

 The “stony places” is not soil mixed with stones. It is a thin layer of soil on 

top of bedrock. The soil or the heart is shallow. Perhaps this person heard a 

sermon that inspired him. She was at a Christian conference and got excited. 

But when the cost of following Christ becomes hard, when troubles come 

because of their faith, they stumble. Literally they are offended and so they fail. 

The reason they fail is because the truth has never taken deep root in the heart. 

Psalm 1 says that if we want to be like a tree that is planted by the rivers of water 

and bear fruit, even in tough times, we must meditate or think through the 

Scriptures daily.  

 

 When I was a young Christian I was encouraged to put away all of my 

leisure reading and TV watching and to spend time studying the Bible. I was told 

that it would change my life. It did! This is good advice for all of us even those of 

us who have been around a while. It is not good enough to say that you have 

received Christ. You must spend time with him in the Word of God and in prayer. 

Now we come to the pre-occupied or overcrowded heart. 
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Now he who received seed among the thorns is he  

who hears the word, and the cares of this world and the  

deceitfulness of riches choke the word, and he becomes  

unfruitful. 

(Matthew 13:22) 

 

 Now, in a word, the problem here is busyness. It’s not that this person is not 

interested in the good news. It is not that his heart is shallow. It is not that this 

person is incapable of thinking deeply about Scripture. This person is smart at 

work or at school or in social situations. The trouble is this person wants it all. This 

person wants the Word of God and all of the world too. And so other pleasures, 

cares, desires and riches crowd out the Word of God. 

 

 If the soil of your heart accepts the Word of God and the things of God on 

an equal or lessor priority as everything else then the things of God will 

eventually take last place. And your faith will be unfruitful. God is constantly 

saying to us “You cannot serve God and mammon.”5 “[S]eek first the kingdom 

of God and His righteousness” and all that you really need will be added to 

you.6 A person who receives the Word but who is really overly preoccupied with 

money, career, fashion, sports, politics, whatever, has a weed infested heart.  

 

But he who received seed on the good ground is he  

who hears the word and understands it, who indeed  

bears fruit and produces: some a hundredfold, some  

sixty, some thirty. 

(Matthew 13:23) 

 

 The first thing you need to realize about this heart is that it is basically like 

all the others. All of the soil, itself, is the same, but in different conditions. All of us 

have the same sin nature. But this person had the soil of his or her heart ready to 

receive the seed, nurture it and let it grow. Don’t let the Word of God go in one 

ear and out the other. Train yourself to pay attention. Ponder the seed of the 

Word. Think about it. And then as James says be a doer of the Word and not a 

hearer only.7 

 

 There is one last point that I would like to make. God is not hiding His Word, 

His salvation from anyone. The seed is sown lavishly, on all kinds of soils; on all 

kinds of hearts. And hearts change. God can change our hearts if we want Him 

to. The parable is not saying that once your heart is in a certain condition it is set 
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in stone. It is quite possible that all of us have been in one or more of these 

conditions. Someone may be in one of the negative conditions now. But we can 

cry out and pray to the Creator, who is full of love and mercy, the words of 

Psalm 51, “Create in me a clean heart, O God.”8 And He will. 
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