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HE WHO HAS EARS TO HEAR 
Mark 4:1-34 

Jesus is the Master Teacher.  Often He is praised for His vivid and memorable 
parables.  But what we discover is that Jesus taught in parables to actually hide truth.  
Parables were a rebuke against spiritual disinterest and opposition. 

Let’s put Mark 4 in context.  John Mark recorded Jesus’ claims to deity in chapter two 
and then in chapter three recorded four responses to those claims. The first response, 
the response of the crowds, was one of spiritual indifference.  The crowd came from all 
over Israel to be healed and delivered.  Jesus’ claims and teaching were less important 
to them than His power to heal and deliver. 

Parable of the Soils (4:1-20) 

The setting of Mark 4 is still Capernaum throbbing with thousands come for healing. To 
them, Jesus taught the following parable. 

Mark 4:1–9 (ESV)  
1 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: 3 “Listen! Behold, a sower went out to sow. 4 And as he 
sowed, some seed fell along the path, and the birds came and devoured it. 5 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. 6 And when the sun rose, it was scorched, and since it had 
no root, it withered away. 7 Other seed fell among thorns, and the thorns grew up and 
choked it, and it yielded no grain. 8 And other seeds fell into good soil and produced 
grain, growing up and increasing and yielding thirtyfold and sixtyfold and a hundredfold.” 
9 And he said, “He who has ears to hear, let him hear.” 

We may be familiar with this parable and its meaning, but the crowd was not.  The gist 
of the parable was not complimentary.  The hope of the sower is that every seed yield 
fruit.  But the reality will be that only a small percentage of these people will bear fruit in 
response to Jesus’ message. 

Only a few cared enough to stick around and find out the meaning of the parable. 

Mark 4:10–12 (ESV)  
10 And when he was alone, those around him with the twelve asked him about the 
parables. 11 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, 12 so that  

“they may indeed see but not perceive, and may indeed hear but not understand, 
lest they should turn and be forgiven.”1 

Notice the distinction Jesus made between those who wanted to understand the parable 
over against the crowd who were “outside”.  The crowd was “outside” because they 
were content to see the works and to hear the message of Jesus without understanding 

                                            
1 Cf. Isaiah 6:8-13.  Isaiah’s preaching ministry was also a divine rebuke against the spiritual apostasy of his generation.  
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the meaning of either.  Thus they will fail to turn to Jesus to be forgiven their sin.  They 
will perish. 

To those who sought to understand, Jesus explained the meaning of the parable.  

Mark 4:13–20 (ESV)  
13 And he said to them, “Do you not understand this parable? How then will you 
understand all the parables? 14 The sower sows the word. 15 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. 16 And these are the ones sown on rocky 
ground: the ones who, when they hear the word, immediately receive it with joy. 17 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. 18 And others are 
the ones sown among thorns. They are those who hear the word, 19 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. 20 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.”  

What is the point of this parable? 

This parable explains why, of those who hear Jesus’ Word, so few will become 
spiritually fruitful.  Jesus revealed two primary reasons:  1) direct Satanic interference 
and 2) inadequate responses. 

First, some will fail to bear fruit because of direct Satanic interference.  I believe Jesus 
was describing the plight of the demonized.  A demon(s) would not allow the Word of 
Jesus to go unchallenged in the mind of their host.  They would flood their host’s mind 
with objections and questions and doubts and distractions effectively drowning out the 
message and preventing their host from responding. 

Second, many hearers will fail  to bear fruit because of an inadequate response.  Two  
such responses will result in fruitlessness. 

The first inadequate response is to respond to Jesus’ message emotionally rather than 
wholistically.  Jesus described this as receiving the word with joy but having no root. A 
wholistic response includes mind, will and emotions.  We are to love God wholistically; 
with all our heart, soul, mind and strength (12:29-30).  We are to receive the Word 
wholistically; embracing it with all our heart, soul, mind and strength.  Lacking conviction 
of mind and commitment of will, emotional responders have no depth to their faith.  
When tribulation or persecution for the Word hits, emotional responders cannot endure; 
they fall away. 

The second inadequate response is to try to blend the Word into one’s worldview rather 
than embrace its authority to redefine our worldview.  Those who respond in this way 
relate to the Word as an additive rather than a replacement.  Those who respond in this 
way will try unsuccessfully to serve both God and money (power, success, security etc.) 
and will, in the end, prove that you cannot serve two masters (Matt. 6:19-24). 

The parable ends on a positive note; some will accept God’s Word and bear fruit 
according to the measure of their faith. 
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Having given an example of a parable and the reason Jesus began to teach in parables, 
John Mark records four additional parables Jesus taught the crowds. 

The Word Is Like A Lamp (4:21-25) 

Mark 4:21–25 (ESV)  
21 And he said to them, “Is a lamp brought in to be put under a basket, or under a bed, 
and not on a stand? 22 For nothing is hidden except to be made manifest; nor is 
anything secret except to come to light. 23 If anyone has ears to hear, let him hear.” 24 
And he said to them, “Pay attention to what you hear: with the measure you use, it will 
be measured to you, and still more will be added to you. 25 For to the one who has, 
more will be given, and from the one who has not, even what he has will be taken 
away.” 

In this parable Jesus likens His Word to a lamp that illuminates and brings to light things 
hidden in the human heart.  The author of Hebrews described it this way: 

Hebrews 4:12 (ESV)  
12 For the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing 
to the division of soul and of spirit, of joints and of marrow, and discerning the thoughts 
and intentions of the heart.  

He makes application in verses 24-25.  Those who come to the light and let the Word of 
Jesus do its illuminating, cleansing, transforming work will continue to receive more light 
and cleansing and transformtion from the Word.  But those who do not embrace the 
light of Jesus’ Word will lose what little insight or benefit they might possessed. 

Through this parable, Jesus was challenging the crowd to receive not just healing and 
deliverance, but more importantly to receive His Word. 

In the next two parables, Jesus taught truths related to the Kingdom of God. 

The Kingdom of God Is Like A Seed That Grows (4:26-29) 

Mark 4:26–29 (ESV)  
26 And he said, “The kingdom of God is as if a man should scatter seed on the ground. 
27 He sleeps and rises night and day, and the seed sprouts and grows; he knows not 
how. 28 The earth produces by itself, first the blade, then the ear, then the full grain in 
the ear. 29 But when the grain is ripe, at once he puts in the sickle, because the harvest 
has come.” 

Let’s put this parable about the Kingdom of God in its theological context.  Through the 
Old Testament prophets, God promised a Messiah would come and in the order of King 
David reign over God’s Kingdom on earth (Psalm 2; Ezek. 37:24-28; Daniel 7). 

What was Jesus’ core message? 

Mark 1:14–15 (ESV)  
14 Now after John was arrested, Jesus came into Galilee, proclaiming the gospel of 
God, 15 and saying, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and 
believe in the gospel.”  

In this parable, Jesus likens the kingdom of God to a seed that grows to fruition. 
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His point is that the process of bringing about God’s Kingdom on earth is not in man’s 
control.  Is the growth of a seed of grain in the farmer’s control? 

God’s Word reveals a lot of things that must take place before the Messianic/Millennial 
Kingdom is established on the earth.  Things like the reestablishment of the nation of 
Israel, the Rapture, the Russian led invasion of Israel, the rebuilding of the Temple, the 
rise of the Antichrist and False Prophet. 

How are all these things going to come about? 

God will bring them about just as He brings about the growth of a seed. 

Historically the Catholic Church has sought to establish God’s Kingdom on earth by use 
of force.  Presently, apocalyptic Islam is seeking to bring God’s Kingdom to earth by use 
of force. 

The Messianic Kingdom will not come to fruition as a result of human effort or force.  
God will bring to fruition the Messianic Kingdom by His means in His time. 

In the final parable of this section, Jesus taught patience  

The Kingdom of God Is Like A Mustard Seed (4:30-32) 

Mark 4:30–32 (ESV)  
30 And he said, “With what can we compare the kingdom of God, or what parable shall 
we use for it? 31 It is like a grain of mustard seed, which, when sown on the ground, is 
the smallest of all the seeds on earth, 32 yet when it is sown it grows up and becomes 
larger than all the garden plants and puts out large branches, so that the birds of the air 
can make nests in its shade.”  

This parable, like the previous, teaches us something about the kingdom of God.  In 
some way the Kingdom of God is like a tiny mustard seed that becomes the largest 
plant in the garden. 

I like the way one commentator expresses the meaning of this parable: 

Those who witnessed the initial proclamation of the kingdom of God must not 
despise small beginnings, nor should they be impatient for the full majesty of 
God’s kingdom to be revealed.2 

The take away from these two parables of the kingdom is that even though the majority 
of the crowd would not embrace Jesus’ message, nevertheless the kingdom will come.  
Though it start small, by God’s power the Kingdom will come in all its glory and majesty. 

John Mark concludes this section with a final explanation in verses 33-34. 

Mark 4:33–34 (ESV)  
33 With many such parables he spoke the word to them, as they were able to hear it. 34 
He did not speak to them without a parable, but privately to his own disciples he 
explained everything.  

                                            
2 R. T. France, The Gospel of Mark: a Commentary on the Greek Text, New International Greek Testament Commentary (Grand 
Rapids, MI; Carlisle: W.B. Eerdmans; Paternoster Press, 2002), 216. 
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THINGS TO THINK ABOUT 

Jesus holds us accountable to respond to His Word.  He held the crowds accountable; 
because of their continued indifference He switched to parables. Teaching in parables 
was a rebuke.  The truth was still there, but it required greater energy and determination 
to understand what Jesus was saying. 

Jesus held the crowds accountable; those who pay attention to His Word will receive 
more, but those who do not will lose whatever understanding they had. 

The application for us is straight forward – we need to take the teachings of Jesus very 
seriously.  We need to read His Word, meditate upon His Word and apply His Word.  
Our worldview, values, goals and behavior all need to be shaped by the teachings of 
Jesus. 

This is why we emphasize Bible reading and Bible study here at Grace.  We need to let 
the Word of Christ dwell in us richly: 

Colossians 3:16–17 (ESV)  
16 Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, teaching and admonishing one another in all 
wisdom, singing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, with thankfulness in your hearts 
to God. 17 And whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything in the name of the Lord 
Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him.  

I earnestly encourage each one of us to establish daily time in the Word. 

I encourage each one of us to plug into a Home Fellowship where you have the 
opportunity to discuss the Word with fellow believers. 

I encourage you to join one of the many Bible studies offered by the Men’s and 
Women’s ministries. 

Remember the promise Jesus made in this passage: 

Mark 4:24 (ESV)  
24 And he said to them, “Pay attention to what you hear: with the measure you use, it will 

be measured to you, and still more will be added to you.  

  

 


