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Besides the story of the Prodigal Son and the Good Samaritan, the parable of the 
Sower is probably the most recognizable parable of Jesus. It is something you might 
have heard in a Sunday School class, with a teacher using a flannel board. But like all 
stories in the Bible that become so familiar, we tend to think we can’t learn anything else 
from them because they have become so much a part of our Christian Education and 
memory. But as we learn more about the social and economic environment of first 
century Palestine, we get a better picture of how the crowd that day might have heard 
this story. 
 
Jesus and his disciples have just finished what has come to be known as the “Galilean 
Ministry” of Jesus. He has slipped over to the other side of the lake to begin his way 
south, which would end in Jerusalem. His ministry in Galilee was not as successful as 
he had hoped. The disciples were disappointed as well. Scholars have pointed this out 
for years and have suggest this might be the immediate context of the parable. They 
suggest that Jesus is reminding the crowd and disciples that not everyone is going to 
respond to the gospel message. I believe this has a lot of merit to it. If you had a less 
than memorable campaign to win the hearts of people, and you didn’t see evidence of 
that in your beginning stages, your team might become discouraged and wonder if they 
had made a mistake. So, Jesus lets them know that not everyone is going to respond. 
But at the end of the campaign, the end of days, before the return of our Lord, there will 
be a substantial number of people who believe.  
 
The parable begins with this example: A farmer went out to sow seeds, some fell on 
the path next to the field and were trampled and the birds of the air came and ate 
them. According to Mark and Luke, Jesus’ ministry was mainly conducted through the 
confrontations with the clergy in the Galilean Ministry. These meetings were hard hitting. 
I doubt whether they produced the kind of connection with the people that Jesus and the 
disciples were hoping. This first sentence of the parable, I believe, is a direct connection 
to those harsh meetings. It was often the case that people likened the evil one to birds 
of the air. In some of his harsh matches remember he suggested the clergy participated 
with the evil one. So, his meaning is this: the hard-hitting clergy are at work trying to put 
fear in those who hear the words of Jesus. They may suggest that his message is 
heretical, thus trying to intimidate the crowd. For some it will stop them from continuing 
to hear what is being said. For others, it secures a greater desire to continue to listen.  
 
He goes on to say: Some seeds fell on rocks, when it sprouted it withered from 
lack of nutrients. The seeds that fell on rocks express the hardship and difficulty of life, 
that may come at the hand of the leaders of Israel. They are those out there all alone 
with no substantial help to keep them from the hot sun. Therefore, they cannot hear the 
word because they are too busy hearing their stomachs growl and seeing their 
pocketbooks shrink. They may hear it, but cannot persist in it, which I am sure hit some 



of the disciples and those in the crowd very hard. Will I be one of those that give up by 
the end of the day?  
 
Before we continue you might be wondering why the seeds land on the street next to 
the field and how did they get on rocks? When we drive up the 99 freeway, we see nice 
straight rows of vegetables, planted on mounds, having been ploughed with care, with 
no seeds falling into ditches. But most of the farms in Palestine planted much differently. 
The farmer would sow the seed, and then plough it into the ground. Therefore, they 
spread a lot of seeds over the field, even over rocks and hard ground. It is expected that 
not every seed would make it. Jesus used this metaphor to talk about the preaching of 
God’s Word. It is scattered everywhere, but it may not be ploughed under into good soil.  
 
The third thing that happens to the seed, because of the way it was sown, is this: Other 
seeds feel among the thorns, and the thorns choked it (because the ground was 
not ploughed). It is most likely Jesus is talking to people of the same economic status 
as the tenant farmer who is sowing the seed. They are on the lower half of the social 
strata. The cares of the world for them is just making it. Also, it is about trying to 
maintain their social and religious place within a society that applauds having money, 
with the status of righteousness. Their hardship in hearing the word and allowing it to 
change them, is that they must change their mind about those in power. The desire for 
all those things they don’t have choke out the very life from them. It is, therefore, difficult 
to hear a word of joy and love if you are embroiled in the struggle of making it in the 
world, while carrying your anger into every situation.  It is the same with us. 
 
Finally, Jesus recognizes that there are seeds that fall on the good soil. It is ploughed in 
to the ground, with care and love, and from that a harvest comes forth a multitude of 
benefit, providing nourishment for everyone. The soil Jesus talks about is a good heart 
and a loving spirit. By Jesus explaining the harvest in this way, he turns the people’s 
minds from questioning whether there is something wrong with the seed, which is the 
word, to attribute the non-hearing and responding to the people themselves. The 
insufficient harvest in the Galilean Ministry is not because of Jesus’ message and work, 
it was because there was such a resistance it caused the hearing to be diminished.  
 
From now on, Jesus will continue to grow a harvest of loving hearts. He is still trying to 
do this today, but the things that diminish hearing in the crowds, that came to hear 
Jesus, are still present today. Success or failure of people responding to the message 
of Jesus is for the same reason of those in Jesus’ day--harsh criticism about God’s 
purpose in the world, cares of the world, anxiety, fear and a social stigma that creates 
an antipathy to change, and listening to that inner voice that is governed by fear and 
lack of reaching out.  Also, desire for pleasure, power and false freedom contribute to 
our resistance, even over the caring attached to the message. This resistance 
eliminates the joy of being a responsible force in the world.   
 
For the church we must hear that there are going to be failures in our ministry, but we 
still must persist in our preaching the word--in speech and deed. We are called to 
persevere, to act and to be. We haven’t the privilege to say I am stopping this practice.  



 
For those that are in the range of hearing the gospel, Jesus is offering you a life that can 
help with your worries and cares; he can also help you in letting go of those things that 
get in your way of a good and joyful life. To run the race with Jesus is to bring solidarity 
and peace to your life as you struggle with all the concerns of life.      
 
 


