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Mark 4:1-20 The follower of Jesus listens to Jesus

Did you know that there is a difference between hearing and listening? I’m guessing that
there are a lot of wives in here who understand that far too well. It may be a stereotype,
but many of us as husbands are very good at responding to what our wives tell us, but
not really listening to what she is saying. We can say yes to whatever we are asked to
do, but then when reminded will say we never remember being asked to do that. As we
begin the 4" chapter of Mark today, that is the situation that Jesus will address in what
it means to really be his follower. And we have to ask ourselves, do we really listen to
Jesus? Today in Mark 4:1-20, we have the first of a series of parables that Jesus is
going to share with those listening and then give more details to his disciples. Parables
do not actually appear often in Mark. In fact Mark 4 is the only place in Mark where we
find any parables of Jesus and one of only two chapters where we see extended
portions of Jesus’s teaching. In this parable, Jesus is discussing the Word of God, really
His own Word as God and our response to it. What we will see is that follower of Jesus
listens to Jesus. Let’s begin by reading the introduction to this parable in verses 1 and
2. 4 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: Once again we see this issue of the crowds gathering. And
again, the crowds are not made up of true followers of Christ. But there were so many
people that Jesus got into a boat and taught from there so that he could be heard but
not crushed by the crowd. It sounds a bit weird when you first read this, but there is a
possible location on the Sea of Galilee where thousands of people could hear someone
speak in this scenario. There is a natural amphitheater area where the land consists of
gentle hills which slope down into a bay area of the lake that is very calm. It is called the
“Bay of Parables” today and can easily allow several thousand people on shore to hear
someone in the bay. So Jesus is in the boat speaking to the crowds.

Then we get to hear exactly what Jesus says as he teaches starting in verse 3. °“Listen!
Behold, a sower went out to sow. *And as he sowed, some seed fell along the path, and
the birds came and devoured it. ° 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. ° And when the sun
rose, it was scorched, and since it had no root, it withered away. " Other seed fell

among thorns, and the thorns grew up and choked it, and it yielded no grain. ®* And other
seeds fell into good soil and produced grain, growing up and increasing and yielding
thirtyfold and sixtyfold and a hundredfold.” ° And he said, “He who has ears to hear, let
him hear.” We need to notice how this parable begins and ends. Verse 3 begins with the
command to “listen.” And then verse 9 ends with the command to “hear.” This is the
main point in what Jesus is saying, “listen to me!” This will become clear as he explains
the parable to his disciples. On the surface, Jesus is telling a story about a man, a
farmer, who goes out to sow seeds in the ground. That seed has 4 different outcomes
when it gets thrown out. The first group of seeds fell to the ground and didn’t even get
into the dirt. The birds came and ate it. The second group of seeds went into shallow
soil, where it could not develop roots so it was scorched and died. The third group of
seeds went into soil that had a lot of thorny weeds which choked out the crops that the
seeds were supposed to produce. Finally, there is the fourth group of seeds that
actually produce the grain the farmer is after. Now, its clear that Jesus wants us to do
more than just hear a story. The fact that this parable, this story, is significant is seen in
more ways than just the fact Mark includes it in his gospel and Peter thought he should



share it with him. The fact that on both sides of this story, he says, “listen to this,”
means his original hearers, the ones who were followers of Jesus should absolutely take
note of this parable because it is saying something significant. Unfortunately, what we
know of crowds is that most of them may be hearing Jesus’s voice, but not really
listening to what he is saying.

But then the focus turns to the 12 disciples. And in the next 3 verses, the significance
of this command to listen is made clear. These verses directed to the disciples connect
both the telling of the parable in verses 3-9 and the explanation of the parable in 13-20.
Let’s read starting at verse 10. > And when he was alone, those around him with the
twelve asked him about the parables. "' 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, '*so that
““they may indeed see but not perceive, and may indeed hear but not understand, lest
they should turn and be forgiven.”” In these three verses, Jesus defines the difference
between the crowd and the true followers once again. And that difference is clear with
the word “hear”. The crowd technically “heard” the story, but there is a difference
between hearing words and hearing and listening with understanding to what those
words are. Now Jesus is going to go on to explain the parable to the disciples, but in
verse 11 is really the point of the parable and why Mark is telling us this. Only those
who are truly followers of Jesus Christ not just part of the crowd can recognize the true
Word of God. The true Word of God is Jesus, who is the incarnate Word of God, as the
gospel writer and disciple John describes him. John 1:14 says, And the Word became
flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son from the
Father, full of grace and truth. To most of the crowd there listening to Jesus, the truth
of the kingdom of God was not obvious, that the man speaking the parable was the son
of God, the Word of God made flesh, in order to save us from our sin. But to those who
follow Jesus as his true disciples, Jesus says they have the “secret of the kingdom of
God.” So, we can only truly listen and hear God’s Word through the incarnate Jesus
Christ, who is God come in the flesh. That’s what incarnate means. The majority of the
crowd failed to understand, they failed to actually hear and listen, because they did not
understand who it was that was speaking. The secrets of the kingdom of God, and the
understanding of what God says only comes to those who follow Jesus Christ as his
disciples. Only in fellowship with Jesus will this parable or any parable of Jesus reveal
the understanding of God’s kingdom to the listeners of Jesus’s day and even us today.
Those whose hearts are fully committed to following Jesus will be given this
understanding of the secret and the outsiders in the crowd will miss the true meaning
through their disbelief in him and not truly hearing what he has to say. And the worst
part of not listening, not really hearing Jesus is that you walk away still in your sins.
That’s why Jesus says at the end of verse 12, lest they should turn and be forgiven. If
they really listened and believed in Jesus, they would find forgiveness of their sin. Now,
of course, Jesus seems to be saying to some degree that this is intentional. He is
implying that idea that God is the one who chooses who will actually hear and respond
to Jesus. There is a tension in Scripture between human free will to respond to the
gospel and the Scriptural truth that God sovereignly predestines people to salvation.
Jesus is simply acknowledging God’s sovereignty in the way he words his statement
here.

But the point is that in order to hear God’s Word, to really hear it and receive it, we
must follow Jesus, the Word of God. So Jesus will now explain this parable which is all



about how we hear and respond to God’s Word, starting in verse 13. And right away in
verse 13, he points out how important this particular parable is. '* And he said to

them, “Do you not understand this parable? How then will you understand all the
parables? Jesus needed his followers to understand this parable since it defined what it
means to follow Jesus and hear what he has to say. Then Jesus continues the
explanation in verse 14. '* The sower sows the word. '* 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. '* And these are the ones sown on rocky ground:
the ones who, when they hear the word, immediately receive it with joy. '” 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.® '® And others are the ones
sown among thorns. They are those who hear the word, '°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. * 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.” We now know that the seed that the farmer is sowing is the Word of God,
which at least in this case is really synonymous with the gospel. The seeds on the path
eaten by birds are those who never respond to the gospel, because Satan blinds them to
what they hear. This is the majority of the crowds who listened to Jesus. The next group
initially might make a profession of responding to the gospel, but there is no root in
Christ himself. They are not truly followers and they seem to fall away from their faith.
The truth is there was never any root of faith in Christ. They had not truly heard and
responded to the gospel in repentance and faith in Christ as Lord. The third group is
very similar, but their love for the world and the things that they have keep them from
responding to a message that says none of my “stuff” can save me, only Jesus. They are
not willing to surrender their lives that seem to be going so well for them and follow
Jesus. But remember, the stress of this parable all along has been on hearing the Word
of God in such a way that you actually obey it. So the final seed represents that type of
person. They hear the Word of God, the gospel, and accept the message they hear,
which as we already know is repentance of sin and faith in Jesus Christ. Their lives are
changed by it, and the gospel bears fruit in their lives so that those disciples go out on
mission making new disciples. Some might have less fruit than others, but all show the
fruit of repentance and faith making a difference in their lives. That is what it means to
really hear the gospel. You respond in obedience, and it changes your life.

The question remains where do we hear the Word of God? Jesus is not physically with
us to teach us. But in this book, the Bible, we have God’s Word. We have the inspired,
inerrant word of God that has been preserved for us so we know exactly what Jesus
wants us to hear and it is everything in this book. These are the very words of God. So
this parable then and what Jesus says to his disciples has direct application for us
today. As followers of Christ, it is the Word of God that we need our ears tuned to. We
need to do more than just open and read words or come sit in a pew and listen to it
preached. We need to really hear it, receive it, accept it, and obey it. This is how we
follow Jesus, we listen to what he says and obey. We do that by letting the Word of God
take root, deep root, in our lives, and produce in us the fruit that shows that we are
followers of Jesus Christ. We do that by not letting the things of this world distract us
from the most important thing in this world, the Gospel of Jesus Christ as revealed in
the Word of God. Christian, some of you in here today are not really listening and
hearing from Jesus in a way that changes your life, and it is because you are not
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obeying what you hear, which shows you are not really listening. The book of James
describes you like this. James 1:23-25 says, 23For if anyone is a hearer of the word and
not a doer, he is like a man who looks intently at his natural face in a mirror. 24For he
looks at himself and goes away and at once forgets what he was like. 25But the one
who looks into the perfect law, the law of liberty, and perseveres, being no hearer who
forgets but a doer who acts, he will be blessed in his doing. Brothers and sisters, if we
are going to truly hear, it will mean that we act on what we hear so that the fruit of the
Word of God is evident in our life.

Some of you in here today have heard the Word, the gospel, over and over again. But
you haven’t really heard it, because you haven’t accepted and obeyed it. Today, will you
finally really hear it? Will you quit letting Satan blind your heart and mind to the truth?
Will you stop looking at what you have in this world and start looking at the failure of
your sin before a holy God? Will you finally believe that Jesus came to save you a sinner
from the penalty of your sin by dying for that sin and taking God’s wrath so that you can
be brought back into a relationship with God your creator? There’s only one proper
response to Jesus’s teaching here. That is to listen, to hear, and to obey. Let’s pray.



