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Another parable concerning the importance of properly hearing and receiving the gospel of the 

kingdom is presented in Matthew 13: 1-23.  [See also the parallel passages:  Mark 4: 1-20 and 

Luke 8: 4-15]. 

 

The importance of this particular parable could hardly be overstated, especially since the Lord 

referred to it as being foundational in regard to understanding all parables.  Thus the need for 

careful reading and understanding is magnified by His statement recorded in Mark 4:13, ñDo you 

not understand this parable? How will you understand all the parables?ò 

 

Unless this parable had been explained to us by the Lord Himself, it is doubtful we could 

understand it, apart from the Holy Spiritôs revelation.  Even with His explanation there is a 

notable volume of debate about what it ñreallyò means.   But God has blessed us with the 

interpretation, given to the disciples once they were away from the crowd.  Should we fail to 

grasp its meaning and act upon it, we indeed stand the strong chance of misunderstanding all 

other parables.   

 

This parable, then, focuses on the problem of hearing, understanding and receiving the gospel of 

the kingdom.  What could be more important or consequential?  Our very fruitfulness and 

productivity as disciples hinge upon the understanding and implementation of these words. 

 

The Central Message 

 

The key to producing fruit as a disciple is hearing and understanding the gospel message.  It is 

the heart attitude of man that will determine whether or not he will receive the message and thus 

bear fruit, whether it be 30, 60 or 100-fold. 

 

Elements of the Parable 

 

There are three elements:  First, the seed, which is the Word of God.  Second, the sower, who is  

the Lord Jesus or anyone who ministers the gospel message in Spirit and in truth.  Third, the four 

types of soil, which clearly represent the heart condition of the hearers of Jesusô gospel message.  

Of course the soils merit closer inspection. 

 

The Four Soils   

 

The fact that there are four categories of soil here does not represent in any way a number or 

percentage of those in the crowd of hearers that will become true disciples: one in four, for 

example.  The number may be higher, or more likely lower, even much lower.   

 

First: The seed sown beside the road.  The Word is preached but not at all comprehended by 

the hearer.  This manôs ears function well enough, but his hearing fails in that he cannot seem to 

grasp the Word which has been preached to him.  It ñgoes in one ear and out the other,ò as our 

proverb declares of a person who hears without comprehension.  Why have these people even 



come to listen in the first place?  Many motives might be assumed.  Perhaps they were forced to 

come by parents or well-meaning friends.  Perhaps they have 

only a self-centered desire to be with friends; to see others and 

to be seen.  For them a play or party will do as well as the 

event or church where the gospel is preached, for they have 

not come to carefully listen.  They are not seeking a message 

of hope and thus they never allow such a message to sink in.  

Perhaps they come only from habit, or worse, because they are 

driven by guilt.  All such mindless motives provide easy prey 

for Satanôs schemes.  This failure to comprehend spiritual 

things is the very essence of seed which falls beside the road.  It does not enter the warmth of the 

earth, that is the heart of man, but abides alone on a hard surfaceðthe hard heart of a flippant 

and heedless man. 

 

The birds.  In His explanation of the parable, Jesus tells us that the birds are the evil one.  Satan 

is waiting, lurking round the edges of this manôs heart, waiting his chance to snap up the seed 

once it has been sown by the preacher.  Listeners must be careful not to delay receiving and 

acting upon the Word preached.  Do not say to yourself, ñI will consider this later, or perhaps Iôll 

get the recording of this message and hear it sometime when it is more convenient for me.ò  By 

the time that you get back to the message, the seed of the Word will have been gobbled up by the 

voracious birds.  Satan does not wait long before snatching it away. 

 

Second:  The Rocky Places.  The man illustrated by the rocky soil hears and initially quite 

joyfully receives the Word, but he fails to follow up with meaningful discipleship.  When the 

promised trials and tribulations emerge, he withers away.  The rocky soil is not solid rock, or it 

would be identical to the beaten path, with the seed 

not even entering the soil nor sprouting.  Here there 

is a little soil, though its depth is not sufficient to 

sustain a good root structure.  This soil, and thus 

the heart of this man, is therefore shallow and 

unproductive.  His regard for the Word exists to 

start with, but it is not lasting.   

 
[Photo credit:  Affiliation of Christian Geologists, 

http://www.wheaton.edu/ACG/index.stm ]  

 

Notice that this man experiences an initial rush of 

good feeling.  ñThis is the man who hears the word and immediately receives it with joy . . .ò (v. 

20).  He is very happy to hear a good Word from the heart of the Lord preached to him, but his 

regard for such spiritual things and even for the Lord Jesus Himself is based on feelings, not 

faith.  Thus he has no victory over temptation or sin.  He ñhas no firm root in himself,ò no 

commitment which would provide a pathway for the Holy Spirit to minister His grace and keep 

him in the hour of temptation.  He has no power to resist temptations or be sustained, even in 

minor trials.  He is agreeable enough and even excited about what he has heard, but the reaction 

is emotional, not rooted nor grounded in faith.   

 

http://www.wheaton.edu/ACG/index.stm


To avoid the peril posed by this type of soil, the hearer, once he receives the gospel, must be 

immediately discipled.  Putting Christ first in all one does, becoming separate from the world, 

praying, developing a love for the Word of God (through reading, memorizing and meditating),  

and fellowshipping with other believers are all foundational parts of becoming a true disciple. 

 

Third: The Thorns.  The seed in this case is growing in decent enough of soil, but unhappily, 

other seeds are also growing in the same soil.  These other seeds are not compatible with the 

production of good, healthy grain plants.  If allowed to grow alongside the good seed, they will 

eventually grow up, take over and choke out the good plants.  These are the thorns of which the 

Lord speaks.  The thorns, as He defines them, are two categories of worldly concerns:  first, the 

worry of the world, and second, the deceitfulness of wealth.  These thorns are not a minor 

concern and cannot be trifled with.  The world, 

after all, promises every happiness and has a 

strong appeal.  Unfortunately, the man whose 

heart condition is depicted by this type of soil 

eventually yields to these temptations and falls 

away. 

 

Taking a closer look at the thorn plants we find 

first the ñworry of the world.ò  The word ñworryò 

is in the Greek: [merimna], meaning to 

be drawn in different directions and distracted, 

and hence signifying anxiety of heart and worrying.  Worries of the world are material concerns:  

what we shall eat, what we shall drink and what we shall put on, to paraphrase Matthew 6:25-20.  

The same word for worry is used in Philippians 4:6 where we read ñBe anxious for nothing . . .ò  

Certainly it may be said that worry is a cancer which eats away at our confidence in God as 

provider. 

 

In this regard, consider Matthew 6:25-30:   

 

For this reason I say to you, do not be worried about your life, as to what you will 
eat or what you will drink; nor for your body, as to what you will put on. Is not life 

more than food, and the body more than clothing?  Look at the birds of the air, that 
they do not sow, nor reap nor gather into barns, and yet your heavenly Father 
feeds them. Are you not worth much more than they?  27 "And who of you by being 

worried can add a single hour to his life?  28 "And  why are you worried about 
clothing? Observe how the lilies of the field grow; they do not toil nor do they spin,  

29 yet I say to you that not even Solomon in all his glory clothed himself like one of 
these.  30 "But if God so clothes the grass of the fie ld, which is alive today and 
tomorrow is thrown into the furnace, will He not much more clothe you? You of little 

faith! 1  
 
Not willing to allow us to be drawn in two directions and subject to anxiety about worldly 

affairs, Jesus gave us two easily visible and common daily reminders not to worry:  The birds of 

                                                 
1
 Matthew 6:25-30  All quoted passages are from the New American Standard Updated version; used with 

permission. 


