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Mark - Session 4 
Scripture In This Lesson: Mark 4:1-41 

Goals:  
 In this session we find Jesus begins a section of describing the Kingdom of God 
using parables. We’ll spend the session together exploring the way and the why of 
parables, as well as seeking to discern the message contained in the examples Jesus 
provides. 

Part 1 - The Sower, The Seed, And The Soils 
 Read Mark 4:1-20 

1 Again Jesus began to teach by the lake. The crowd that gathered around 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, some multiplying thirty, some sixty, some a hundred times.” 

9 Then Jesus said, “Whoever has ears to hear, let them hear.” 

10 When he was alone, the Twelve and the others around him asked him about 
the parables. 11 He told them, “The secret of the kingdom of God has been 
given to you. But to those on the outside everything is said in parables 12 so 
that,  

   “ ‘they may be ever seeing but never perceiving, 
   and ever hearing but never understanding; 
  otherwise they might turn and be forgiven!’” 

13 Then Jesus said to them, “Don’t you understand this parable? How then will 
you understand any parable? 14 The farmer sows the word. 15 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. 16 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. 18 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. 20 Others, like seed sown on good soil, hear the word, 
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accept it, and produce a crop—some thirty, some sixty, some a hundred times 
what was sown.” 

Mark 4:1-20 (NIV) 

Questions To Consider: 
1. Have you experienced seasons in your life when you’ve identified with one soil over 

the other? Would you be willing to share? 

2. What’s the reason Jesus gives for teaching in parables? Is there anything about his 
explanation that strikes you as odd or seems challenging? How do you understand 
this answer? 

3. We tend to focus on the soils when talking about this passage, but consider the 
seed. What does the seed represent? How would you describe the nature of the 
seed, and what do we learn of the nature of that which the seed represents? 

Some Explanation: 
 As Doug pointed out in the devotion for this reading, the soil we are can change 
as circumstances (or we!) change. When I was in college, ministers were fond of saying 
that the average Christian heard the Gospel message seven times before they were 
saved. I have no idea if that stat is true at all, but it sounds like it should be. I’ve 
certainly known it to be anecdotally true in my own life. Maybe one heard it but they 
were immature. On another occasion they were overwhelmed by life. On another 
occasion they missed the message entirely. And then, finally, the soil had been 
prepared, the seed was planted, and the message of salvation in Christ bore fruit. The 
message remained the same. The soil changed. 
 One commentator suggests that the point of this parable isn’t about the soil at all, 
but about the nature of the seed being sown. The point, he writes, is the manner in 
which the seed illustrates the Gospel and the way it comes in to the world. The idea 
being that this message is important and powerful, yet somewhat delicate. It’s often 
thrown into hostile areas which threaten its growth. In a fallen world, the Gospel 
message can be cast out, shouted down, or accepted in a shallow manner. To bear its 
fruit, the message must be received and tended with great care. 
 And finally, there are the parables themselves. By their very nature, they push 
against a shallow engagement with the message. They challenge the hearer to truly 
listen and engage; to plumb the depths of the story for the nuggets of Truth contained 
therein. The quote Jesus uses is from Isaiah, where God declares the people’s hearts 
will hardened to the message the prophet brings until the time is right for them to hear 
and receive. So too, the parable contains insights into the nature and meaning of the 
Gospel waiting to be discovered by hearts ready to receive them. 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Part 2 - Hide It Under A Bushel? No! 
 Read Mark 4:21-25 

21 He said to them, “Do you bring in a lamp to put it under a bowl or a bed? 
Instead, don’t you put it on its stand? 22 For whatever is hidden is meant to be 
disclosed, and whatever is concealed is meant to be brought out into the open. 
23 If anyone has ears to hear, let them hear.” 

24 “Consider carefully what you hear,” he continued. “With the measure you use, 
it will be measured to you—and even more. 25 Whoever has will be given more; 
whoever does not have, even what they have will be taken from them.” 

Mark 4:21-25 (NIV) 

Questions To Consider: 
1. How does he lamp of this passage relate to the seeds from the previous passage? 

What similarities do you see? What do they represent? 

2. In verse 22 Jesus talks about that which is hidden or concealed being meant to be 
disclosed and brought into the open. What do you think he’s talking about? In the 
context of this passage, what is hidden and why is it meant to be brought out into 
the open? 

3. Verses 24 and 25 can be challenging as they speak of more being given to those 
who have and taken from those who don’t. What is Jesus talking about here? How 
do we bring this in line with the God who is seeking out the least, last, and lost? 
Again, it’s helpful to look at the theme of the passage as it deals with the message 
of the Gospel going into the world. 
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Some Explanation: 
 Rather than being a standalone parable unto itself, this passage continues Jesus’ 
explanation of the role of parables in teaching the message of the Gospel. Having 
begun his explanation in the preceding verses, Jesus now goes further. The message of 
the Gospel is compared to a lamp. A lamp is not lit in order to be hidden away. Rather, it 
is meant to be set where it can be seen and illuminate the room. So, too, the message 
of the Kingdom of God breaking in to the world is meant to be held up and heard that it 
might illumine hearts and minds. 
 He adds that what is hidden or concealed is meant to be brought out into the 
open. Here, that which is hidden is the very good news of Jesus, the Son of God, 
ushering in the Kingdom of God and bringing with him redemption and restoration. 
Make no mistake, these parables aren’t meant to hide the truth at all, but to let it go out 
into the world and do it’s work, bearing its fruit, to use the previous passage’s metaphor. 
As he says, if anyone has ears to hear, let them hear! 
 So why the stories? Why the imagery? Why not just say what’s going on? To 
those questions he gives this explanation. ‘Consider carefully what you hear… With the 
measure you use, it will be measured to you—and even more. Whoever has will be 
given more; whoever does not have, even what they have will be taken from them.’ Our 
tendency is to read this verse and think in terms of ‘stuff,’ which is understandable given 
the materialistic culture in which we live. Jesus here, however, is not talking about 
wealth or property, but about understanding. His is an invitation to lean in to engage the 
message he is preaching. To actively seek to discern the truth of the parable and apply 
it. ‘Consider carefully,’ he says. Listen. Engage. Think. Reason. What you receive from 
this message will hang on your willingness to truly interact with it, consider it, wrestle 
with it. The parable is an invitation to seek out the truth of the Gospel in the message of 
Christ with the promise that those who seek will be sure to find what they’re looking for 
while those who don’t will simply hear a story told by a carpenter’s kid. 
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Part 3 - Good Things Take Time 
 Read Mark 4:26-29 

26 He also said, “This is what the kingdom of God is like. A man scatters seed 
on the ground. 27 Night and day, whether he sleeps or gets up, the seed sprouts 
and grows, though he does not know how. 28 All by itself the soil produces grain
—first the stalk, then the head, then the full kernel in the head. 29 As soon as 
the grain is ripe, he puts the sickle to it, because the harvest has come.” 

Mark 4:26-29 (NIV) 

Questions To Consider: 
1. This is a parable that speaks of patience and timing. Share about a time you had to 

wait for something you were excited to receive or see come about? What were 
some of the feelings you experienced during that time? 

2. What does the seed represent in this parable and what does it mean for it to bear its 
harvest? 

3. What do you think the message for us is regarding the manner in which the 
Kingdom of God is at work in the world? Who does the work?  

4. Near the end of the book of Revelation, John writes ‘Amen. Come, Lord Jesus.’ Has 
your heart ever echoed this sentiment as you’ve waited for the fullness of the 
Kingdom? What caused that longing? What should our response to such longing 
be? 
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Some Explanation: 
 Again we see that the point of the parable is the nature of the seed being sown. 
Here the focus is not on how the seed takes root, but how it grows over time. Consider 
the crowd to whom this message was being delivered. When many of the time thought 
of the Messiah, they had in mind one who would come in power to make all things new 
in a moment and correct the injustices and evils they saw around them. Imagine their 
frustration as Jesus proclaimed the Kingdom of God drawing near and yet so much 
looked the same. We even see this frustration among the disciples at various points. 
 This parable is a call to patience as the Good News of the Messiah does its work 
in the world; a reminder that, though we may not see all that is changing, it’s changing 
nonetheless. The Kingdom of God is growing and expanding in the world in ways that 
may be virtually imperceptible, but it is growing still. And so the call is to patient 
faithfulness and trust in the one who is causing the seed to grow and to bear the harvest 
he has promised it will bring. 
 And so in our times of longing for the fullness of the Kingdom, of longing for 
Christ to return in power, we join with those who, throughout the history of the Church, 
have like us lived in a season of now and not yet. The Kingdom is here, but not in full. 
Christ has died. Christ is risen. Christ will come again. So as we patiently wait for the 
seed to grow, we watch and wait and hope and trust in the faithfulness of the one who 
causes the lilies of the field to grow knowing that he is working for the good. 
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Part 4 - Of Kingdoms And Condiments 
 Read Mark 4:30-34 

30 Again he said, “What shall we say the kingdom of God is like, or what parable 
shall we use to describe it? 31 It is like a mustard seed, which is the smallest of 
all seeds on earth. 32 Yet when planted, it grows and becomes the largest of all 
garden plants, with such big branches that the birds can perch in its shade.” 

33 With many similar parables Jesus spoke the word to them, as much as they 
could understand. 34 He did not say anything to them without using a parable. 
But when he was alone with his own disciples, he explained everything. 

Mark 4:30-34 (NIV) 

Questions To Consider: 
1. Have you ever encountered something that, though seemingly small, proved to be of 

incredible significance in your life? Would you be willing to share? 

2. We’ve now read three parables with seeds focusing on three different aspects; the 
soil, the growth, and now the end result. What is it about the seed that helps us 
understand the Kingdom of God? What is the lesson Jesus is teaching here about 
the nature of the Gospel message? 

3. Jesus used parables as he ‘spoke the word to them, as much as they could 
understand.’ In light of what we’ve discussed about parables in this lesson, how do 
you understand this? What does it mean for how we engage Jesus’ teachings and 
discern the Truth contained therein? 
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Some Explanation: 
 Jesus is all about agriculture! Here the importance is placed on the seemingly 
humble beginnings of the Kingdom of God breaking in to the world in the birth of a 
carpenter’s kid in first century Palestine as compared to what it will be when it is 
revealed in full upon Christ’s return. Though in its early days as Jesus is proclaiming the 
message in this passage, the message to those listening is the great work that is 
happening even now, and the future hope in which we put our trust. This is a message 
that is as timely today as it was then, as the Church continues to look for the fullness of 
the Kingdom of God while living as citizens of that Kingdom in the present. 
 Also worth noting is the continued portrayal of this message as something 
powerful and full of potential, but also delicate and fragile in many ways. One 
commentator puts it this way, ‘The parable of the mustard seed speaks fo a kingdom 
which, for all its miraculous extension, remains lowly. Mustard is an annual plant; its 
perpetuation depends on renewed sowing, and its perennial promise depends on the 
life of the seed. It is an image which corresponds closely to the picture of the Kingdom 
of God in Mark: a mystery whose realization will come as a surprise; a reality whose 
weakness is its power.’  1

 The seed of the Gospel message is something that we need to continually tend 
to in our lives if it is to bear its fruit in us. It is not something we can simply set and 
forget as the saying goes. Rather we return to the word of God, we continue in prayer, 
and we join in the work that God is doing for the glory of his name. In so doing, this 
small seed grows and develops until the time of the harvest when its full potential is 
realized. 
 As we’ve said elsewhere, the use of the parables is a way of Jesus meeting 
people where they are in the message being conveyed. Those who seek more will find it 
in these messages. Those who don’t will have heard a story. The invitation is to engage 
the message of the Gospel in Christ and invite the Spirit of God to open our hearts and 
minds to the Truth of God that will set us free and draw us near. 

 Williamson, Lamar Jr. Mark. Westminster John Knox Press, 2009. 99.1
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Part 5 - Of Storms And Sleep Deprivation 
 Read Mark 4:35-41 

35 That day when evening came, he said to his disciples, “Let us go over to the 
other side.” 36 Leaving the crowd behind, they took him along, just as he was, in 
the boat. There were also other boats with him. 37 A furious squall came up, and 
the waves broke over the boat, so that it was nearly swamped. 38 Jesus was in 
the stern, sleeping on a cushion. The disciples woke him and said to him, 
“Teacher, don’t you care if we drown?” 

39 He got up, rebuked the wind and said to the waves, “Quiet! Be still!” Then the 
wind died down and it was completely calm. 

40 He said to his disciples, “Why are you so afraid? Do you still have no faith?” 

41 They were terrified and asked each other, “Who is this? Even the wind and 
the waves obey him!” 

Mark 4:35-41 (NIV) 

Questions To Consider: 
1. Consider the way the disciples must have felt in the storm, and notice the language 

they use when they wake Jesus. What do you think they were feeling? Have you 
ever been in a situation where you wondered if God was there? If he saw you in 
your struggle? Would you share? 

2. How might we connect this passage to the parables we’ve read? What message of 
the parables applies to this situation? 

3. What is the disciples’ response to Jesus commanding the storm to be still and 
seeing that it happened? What does this tell us about the way they viewed him at 
this point? 

4. How do you view Jesus? How does this understanding of who he is influence your 
daily life? 

5. What is the connection Jesus makes between faith and fear? 



Mark Study Guide �10

Some Explanation: 
 What’s important to note here is that the message of this parable isn’t that there 
is no place for fear in the life of faith. The disciples were understandably afraid. Don’t 
forget that a good number of them were fishermen. They knew storms. They’d 
experienced them before. And if they were afraid, then this was likely a storm worth 
being afraid of. The issue isn’t that they were afraid, but in the manner in which they 
approached Jesus in their fear. ‘Don’t you care!’ they exclaim. This isn’t them coming to 
Jesus in their fear in the confidence that he is the one who will carry them through. 
There’s accusation and assumption. Their fear has caused them to momentarily forget 
precisely who it is that’s asleep in their boat. 
 Regardless of the nature of their speech, Jesus, upon waking, meets them in 
their fear and calms the storm with a word. Notice that he doesn’t ask why they were 
afraid but says ‘Why are you so afraid?’ Why are you so afraid as to forget who is with 
you? Why are you so afraid as to forget what you’ve seen and heard? The message is 
that in our times of fear, we should not forget or faith, but lean into it all the more. 
 The parables we’ve been reading up to this point in chapter 4 have led up to this 
moment of application. The God who tends the seed, helps it grow, and sees it bear fruit 
is the same God who we can trust in our times of need, fear, and longing. He’s still at 
work even when he’s hard to see. 

Please Close In Prayer


