
ECF 25th August 2013 God is Sowing for Success Mark 4:1-20 
This week, most of our kids will go back to school.  Can you remember how that felt?  It always produced a mixture of 
emotions for me.  Of course there was sadness at the holidays being over.  But there was also excitement at the challenges 
ahead, because really, I liked school.   
 
There were many reasons for it.  But I think one of them was because I liked to know how well I was doing.  By nature, I’m 
really competitive.  I wanted to be the best I could.  I always wanted to be first.  And at school, the teacher told you how 
well you were doing.  They regularly gave you marks out of ten, or told you your grades.  They gave you a very clear report 
of your success.   
 
But in real life you don’t get grades.  You don’t get a score on how well you are living.  Nobody gives you an end-of-year 
report card for how well you have done.    
 
And so we’re left to gauge our own success in life.  Some measure their success by their career or promotional path.  Others 
by how much money and possessions they can accumulate.  Others by their happiness, how much fun they are having.  Still 
others measure their success by what other people think of them, how many people love or respect them.   
 
But Jesus showed us that these measurements of success are far from accurate.  What ultimately matters is not what we 
think of our lives, nor what other people think.  All that matters is how God grades our lives.  It was he who made us for a 
purpose, and success is about fulfilling his purpose for our lives.   
 
The amazing thing is, God is sowing for success in our lives.  He is at work to make our lives successful, but it is our choice 
whether we will experience this or not.  Jesus taught this in a very familiar parable in Mark 4:1-8:  “Again Jesus began to 
teach by the lake. The crowd that gathered round him was so large that he got into a boat and sat in it out on the lake, while 
all the people were along the shore at the water’s edge. 2 He taught them many things by parables, and in his teaching said: 
3 “Listen! A farmer went out to sow his seed. 4 As he was scattering the seed, some fell along the path, and the birds came 
and ate it up. 5 Some fell on rocky places, where it did not have much soil. It sprang up quickly, because the soil was shallow. 
6 But when the sun came up, the plants were scorched, and they withered because they had no root. 7 Other seed fell 
among thorns, which grew up and choked the plants, so that they did not bear grain. 8 Still other seed fell on good soil. It 
came up, grew and produced a crop, multiplying thirty, sixty, or even a hundred times.” 
 
1. Successful living 
Here, Jesus was describing an everyday picture of farming that people knew about.  But of course through this, he was 
teaching an eternal and spiritual truth.  The  farmer sows his seed, but only some of the seed is successful, only some of it 
produces a crop.  The critical deciding factor is the condition of the soil in which the seed is sown.   
 
Later on Jesus explained this to his disciples. “The farmer sows the word.” Mark 4:14.  The seed represents the word of God, 
the gospel of the kingdom.  And the different types of soil represent different responses to it.   
 
Of course, only one response leads to a successful or a fruitful life. “Others, like seed sown on good soil, hear the word, 
accept it, and produce a crop—thirty, sixty or even a hundred times what was sown.” Mark 4:20 
 
a) God’s plan 
This is God’s plan for our lives.  God loves us just as we are today.  He’ll never love us any less or any more than he does 
right now.  And because of the cross, if we have trusted in Jesus, then we have been forgiven and we are accepted into 
God’s family!   
 
But being forgiven isn’t the end of God’s plan for our lives.  It’s only the start!  In his grace he wants to change us, to 
transform us – so that we can live a purposeful, meaningful and fruitful life.   This fruitful life is summed us as being 
“transformed into his likeness with ever-increasing glory.”  2 Corinthians 3:18.  It is to love as Jesus loved.  To serve as he 
served.  To know God as our Father as he did.  To express his  holiness and purity, his integrity and honesty, his grace and his 
compassion.   
 
This is God’s definition of success.  It is not about what we accomplish, what we have or what others think about us.  It is 
about who we are!  It is that each of us would become more and more like Jesus.   
 
This is God’s miraculous ambition for each of us.  A 30, 60 or 100-fold yield is an amazing harvest for Israel.  The usual was 7-
10 fold.  So Jesus is talking about an abundant harvest of fruit in our lives.  Jesus said “This is to my Father’s glory, that you 
bear much fruit, showing yourselves to be my disciples.”  John 15:8  God wants us to be continually growing in our 



relationship with him, in our love for each other, in our involvement in his kingdom. 
 
b) Our Potential 
This is God’s plan.  So it is our potential.   Whoever we are, whatever our background, wherever we come from, whatever 
we have or have not done – God’s goal is that we will be people of rich character, of love, care, creativity, people who will 
impact the lives of others, people who will bring honour to God.  
c) Jesus’ Power 
But we cannot do this on our own.  This fruitfulness is only possible through the power of Christ in us!  Jesus said, “If a man 
remains in me and I in him, he will bear much fruit; apart from me you can do nothing.” John 15:5.   
 
So what determines the success of our lives is simply the condition of our hearts as we respond to Jesus and his Word.  So 
the question is simply, are we good soil?  Do we have the right condition in our hearts to respond to Jesus?  Or are we like 
the other three unfruitful soils? 
  
2. Humble hearts  
The hard ground represents those people who simply turn away and reject God’s plan for their lives:  “Some people are like 
seed along the path, where the word is sown. As soon as they hear it, Satan comes and takes away the word that was sown 
in them.” Mark 4:15 
 
These people never show any sign of producing fruit for God.  They are hard ground because they’ve refused to let the truth 
of God’s Word penetrate their hearts.  They’ve rejected Jesus, and as a result Satan can easily come and take away the word 
that was sown in them. 
 
a) Hardness  
Surely the hard ground cannot describe any of us.  But it is possible that we can experience a hardness that will prevent us 
from being fully successful in our lives.   
 
i) Hardness of a proud heart 
This might be the hardness of a proud heart - pride in our own ability, upright life, achievements, our marriage, family, 
church.  Peter warns us: “God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble.” 1 Peter 5:5 
 
The problem with pride is that it leads to independence.  We start to think that we can live a good life on our own.  Others 
may need help, but not us!  Others need that word of rebuke, or challenge or warning – but not us!  And this attitude 
prevents God’s word sinking into our hearts. 
 
ii) Hardness of familiarity 
Or it could be the hardness of familiarity. The disciples spent lots of time with Jesus.  They saw his miracles, heard his 
teaching.  And yet their hearts at times became hardened.   
 
Once the disciples panicked because they’d run out of food.   Jesus challenged them,  “Why are you talking about having no 
bread?  Do you still not see or understand?  Are your hearts hardened?”  Mark 8:17-18.  They’d just watched Jesus feed 
crowds of 5000 and then 4000 with a few loaves of bread.  And here they were arguing over not having enough lunch!  They 
hadn’t allowed Jesus’ miracles to sink into their hearts and lead them to faith in him.   
 
Like a well-worn path, our hearts too can become hard through familiarity.  We can know all about Jesus, sing the songs, 
explain the gospel – all without it impacting our hearts.  We can be so familiar with it that it doesn’t sink in – so that in the 
end all we have is empty ritual and dead religion!  As Jesus said of the hard-hearted of his day: “These people honour me 
with their lips, but their hearts are far from me.” Mark 7:6 
 
iii) Hardness of a disobedient heart 
There is also the hardness of disobedience - the simple and gradual process of resisting God’s word on a daily basis. 
  
God speaks to us about something that needs to change in our lives - a relationship that needs to be restored, someone 
who needs our help, a friend we need to share our faith with.  We’ve convicted, but we resist.  We disobey.  And we 
continue to do that.  And so it becomes easier.  God is still speaking, but the word doesn’t penetrate our hearts anymore.  
 
b) Humility 
What we need is the broken ground of a humble heart. 
i) Humility of a repentant heart 



We need the humility to admit our failures and missed opportunities and repent of them without making excuses.  2 
Chronicles 7:14: “If my people, who are called by my name, will humble themselves and pray and seek my face and turn 
from their wicked ways, then will I hear from heaven and will forgive their sin and will heal their land.” 
 
This can be painful.  It’s hard to accept how far short of God’s standards we’ve fallen.  But if we are to be successful then we 
need to truly repent, turn from our failures, allow God to forgive us and restore us, and then set off again in the adventure 
of living in obedience to Jesus our Lord. 
 
ii) Humility of a forgiven heart 
We need this humility of a forgiven heart – a heart that is overwhelmed and humbled by “The Son of God, who loved me 
and gave himself for me.” Galatians 2:20.  We must never forget how much it cost to save us.  We must fix our eyes on Jesus 
and continually be amazed at his unconditional love and his outrageous grace.   
 
ii) Humility of a teachable heart 
And we need the humility of a teachable heart.  Jesus said: “Take my yoke upon you and learn from me.” Matthew 11:29  
We’re called to be disciples of Jesus, not graduates.  We need to allow Jesus to teach us God’s truth through his Word and 
by his Spirit. 
 
3. Committed hearts  
But it’s not just hard hearts that lead to an unfruitful life.  The rocky soil shows that a lack of commitment also prevents 
success.  “Others, like seed sown on rocky places, hear the word and at once receive it with joy. 17 But since they have no 
root, they last only a short time. When trouble or persecution comes because of the word, they quickly fall away.”  Mark 
4:16-17 
 
Sometimes we’re too quick to call something a success.  In 1978 the firemen in the UK went on strike and the army was 
called in to take over emergency fire fighting.  One day they were called out by an elderly lady in South London to retrieve 
her cat which had become trapped up a tree. They arrived with impressive haste and soon discharged their duty.  So 
grateful was the lady that she invited them all in for tea. 
 
It appeared that they had achieved a real success.  That was until later, when they were driving off, saying their fond 
farewells, they ran over the woman’s cat and killed it!   
 
a) Superficial Acceptance 
That’s a bit like the seed sown on the rocky soil.  The seed sown on this thin layer of soil sprouts quickly.  But this success is 
short-lived.  There was no depth of root, and so no source of moisture.  In the heat of the day, the plant becomes scorched 
and withered. 
 
At the start everything looked so good.  This person initially accepted God’s Word.  It sounded like they might get some joy, 
or peace or answered prayers out of it.  But then things became difficult.  Life wasn’t as easy as they thought.  Things didn’t 
all go perfectly.  Or maybe there was pressure from family and friends, or from the world.  Somebody laughed at them, 
somebody ridiculed their faith.   
 
And so the person gave up.  They turned away from Jesus.  The early signs of growth never bear fruit.  Their potential is 
never realised.  Their life is not successful. 
 
The problem, Jesus says, was that their acceptance of him was always superficial.  There was no willingness to allow God’s 
word to sink roots into their heart.   
 
b) Wholehearted commitment 
In order to be successful, we need a wholehearted commitment to Christ. 
 
i) To Follow Jesus  
As we saw with Levi, Jesus calls us to “Follow me.”  Mark 2:14.  A Christian is someone who has decided to follow Jesus, to 
hand over their lives to him.  Our primary commitment is not to a system of doctrine, a lifestyle, a religion - it is to a person 
– to follow Jesus. 
 
ii) To Put Jesus First  
This means that we need to put Jesus first – before anything and anyone else!  “Any of you who does not give up everything 
he has cannot be my disciple.” Luke 14:33.  Not that we need to give away everything that we own or leave everyone we 



love.   But Jesus needs to be first before everything and everyone.   
 
We need to be willing to lay down our lives - dying to our own plans and ambitions and living for Christ, following his will 
and his purpose!   
 
ii) To Suffer for Jesus  
It also means we need to be willing to suffer for Jesus.  Living for Jesus is costly.  It’s demanding.  We will need to do things 
that are difficult and challenging.  Some people will ridicule or reject us.  Paul warned that: “Everyone who wants to live a 
godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted.”  2 Timothy 3:12 
   
But the promise of Jesus is that whatever the cost, we will not lose out.  In fact, in this parable, the sun that scorches those 
with no commitment to the Lord, is the very same sun that encourages the growth of the plants with roots deep into the 
good soil. 
 
James writes: “Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds, 3 because you know that the 
testing of your faith develops perseverance. 4 Perseverance must finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, 
not lacking anything.” James 1:2–4   If we sink our roots deep into Christ, if we make a wholehearted commitment to Jesus 
as our Lord, then when difficulties come, they will not destroy us, but will help us to grow and bear more fruit. 
 
4. Focused heart  
That is, as long as we also have a focussed heart, not like the soil with thorns.  “Still others, like seed sown among thorns, 
hear the word; 19 but the worries of this life, the deceitfulness of wealth and the desires for other things come in and choke 
the word, making it unfruitful.” Mark 4:18-19 
  
Getting rid of thorns is not much fun.  Weeding is tiring and back-breaking work.  But if those weeds aren’t removed, they 
will compete for light and food.  Eventually the weeds will suffocate the plant and the soil will be unfruitful.   
 
If we allow other things to compete with God’s purpose for our lives, then we will never be successful.  Jesus mentions two 
things that can distract us.   
 
a) Do not Worry  
The first is “the worries of this life.” Mark 4:19.  Life brings worries about our finances, family, health, security or our future.  
In this age of recession, property bubbles, stock market crashes, violent uprisings, terrorism and war, these worries can so 
easily swamp us, suffocate us, and hold us back from living for God!   
 
But Jesus encourages us to do some weeding.  He says, “Do not worry about your life, what you will eat or drink; or about 
your body, what you will wear.” Matthew 6:25  and “Do not worry about tomorrow.”  Matthew 6:34 
 
i) Our Father Cares 
That’s because: “For… your heavenly Father knows that you need them.” Matthew 6:32  We don’t need to let the worries of 
this life dominate our heart, because we can leave our needs and requirements in God’s hands knowing our Father knows 
what we need, he cares about us and he will provide for us.   
 
ii) Our Future is Secure  
And we know that no matter what happens, our future is secure. “Do not let your hearts be troubled…  In my Father’s house 
are many rooms.” John 14:1–2  The worries of this life shouldn’t dominate our hearts, because this world is not our home.  
We are citizens of heaven.  We’re only passing through.  And our place in God’s house is guaranteed and our future is 
glorious!   
 
b) Do not be Deceived 
The second weed to remove is “the deceitfulness of wealth and the desires for other things.”  Mark 4:19.  Riches deceive.  
Materialism tricks us.  It calls us to be dissatisfied with what we have and pursue more and more.  It promises so much. And 
yet it fails to deliver.  Jesus said that “a man’s life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions.” Luke 12:15.   
 
And in chasing these things, we will miss out on what is most important.  “You cannot serve both God and money.” 
Matthew 6:24  If we allow the weed of materialism to dominate in our lives, then it will rob us of the potential of what we 
could have been and could have done for God. 
i) Our Focus needs to be clear  
We need to do some drastic weeding.  We need to “seek first his kingdom and his righteousness.” Matthew 6:33  The focus 



of our heart, our ambition, should be to see the reign of Jesus and the righteousness of Jesus spread in every area of our 
lives, and in the lives of everyone around us. 
 
This is what we have been made for.  This is what Jesus came to make possible in our lives.  This is ultimately the only goal 
worth giving our lives to!   
 
Conclusion 
And this is what God is working towards.  God wants our lives to be ultimately successful in the light of eternity.  God has a 
plan to transform us to be more like Jesus!  He is committed to seeing this become a reality through the power of Jesus.   
 
All we need to do is respond today –  

 With humble hearts, recognising that we cannot do it on our own. 

 With committed hearts – ready to give our whole lives to Christ. 

 With focussed hearts – willing to get rid of everything that would distract us from God’s purpose.  
God is sowing for success in our lives.  Are we willing to allow him to fulfil that in us? 
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