
Sermon 37: Luke 8:4-15: The Parable of the Sower

OUTLINE
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Thorny hearts
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INTRODUCTION

The parable of the Sower is one of the most important parables because it stands at the 
head of Christ’s parables in Mark and Matthew, and addresses the issue of how we listen to 
God’s word.  The parable of the Sower has been renamed the parable of the soils, because 
the focal point of the parable is not the sower of the seed, but it is the four types of soils 
representing the four types of hearts that receive the word of God.  This parable usually 
stands at the head of Christ’s teaching by parables demanding an answer to this question, 
what sort of listener are you?  The parable reveals to us that the heart plays a key role in 
how we listen.  We are not neutral listeners!  You will know what I mean when you think 
back to listening to your parents advice.  Do you remember things they told you and you 
thought to yourself, ‘you don’t know what you’re talking about,’ but then they proved to be 
correct.  We do not automatically believe the truth when we hear it; we believe what we 
want to believe.  If we have made prejudgements about the source of information, that 
determines how we hear.  If we have already written someone off as stupid or unimportant 
or an enemy, truth or not we will find fault with what they say.  If we want someone’s 
approval; or think someone attractive; or if we deem them to be important for whatever 
reason we will prejudice the case in their favour and even defend ridiculous things they have
said.  The bible teaches us that we have bigger problems than just a few immature biases; 
the sinful heart is deceitful above all things, Jer. 17:9.  How we respond to the word of God 
reveals the true condition of our hearts.  The parable of the sower/soils is an analysis of 
unbelief and gives us Christ’s perspective on why most people do not believe.  There were a
number of different responses to Christ; this parable helps us to understand them.

We will give a quick explanation of the text and then more deeply examine the four types of
hearts that Jesus portrays for us.

Firstly, the setting, v4, ‘And when a great crowd was gathering and people from town after 
town came to him, he said in a parable.’  Once again we are told that Jesus is addressing a 
very large crowd.  At this point in His ministry Jesus is still quite popular and the novelty of 
His ministry is causing quite the stir.  One commentator points out that up until about Luke 
15 we see this crowd drawing spectacle, but at some point Jesus does upset the crowds and
His focus turns more towards the disciples than the masses.  John 6:66 draws a hard line 
after the feeding of the 5000 thousand, Luke does not register the change that abruptly.  
Matt. 13:2 sheds more light for us telling us that the crowds were gathering on the beach of
the sea of Galilee and that they were so great Jesus ended up teaching while in a boat.

As these large crowds gather around Jesus we have already noted that there have been 
varying responses to Christ.  We have noted the difference between the Pharisee Simon and
the sinful woman.  We have also seen how many women have become grateful disciples of 
Jesus serving Him out of their means.  Jesus is going to give us a parable that explains 
these diverse responses of unbelief, temporary disciples and true faith.



V5, ‘A sower went out to sow his seed. And as he sowed, some fell along the path and was 
trampled underfoot, and the birds of the air devoured it.’  Jesus uses a familiar agricultural 
scene from a Palestinian setting in His parable.  The scene pictures for us a field with some 
paths running around or through it.  Then we have a sower.  Sowing involved a bag that 
was strung around the neck and the Sower using his hand to scatter seed in rows over 
ploughed ground.  Sowing time was from Oct-Dec, the seeds sprouted in April and were 
harvested in June.  The foot paths that Jesus is likely referring to were hard packed sections
hard baked in the sun.  It was unplowed and the seed would be trampled and damaged by 
people walking on it, or stolen by the birds.  

V6, ‘And some fell on the rock, and as it grew up, it withered away, because it had no 
moisture.’  When we hear about the seed falling on stony ground we must not think of 
ground like we have here in many places in NZ were we have many stones that need to be 
removed and are gathered into heaps.  No many places in Palestine had a thin layer of 
topsoil on a limestone bedrock.  As a result the seed would take in the shallow soil but the 
roots could not go deep and could not gain moisture and were soon dried out by the sun.  

V7, ‘And some fell among thorns, and the thorns grew up with it and choked it.’  Before 
weed killing chemicals that modern farmers used, weeds were a perennial problem.  You 
could plow the fields and the seeds from past seeds would be nurtured along with any new 
seeds sown and as a result would grow up with the crop.  Some of the weeds could grow up
to 6 feet tall, the faster growing plants would block out the sunlight and bleach the soil of its
nutrients and the good seed would fail.  

V8, ‘And some fell into good soil and grew and yielded a hundredfold.” As he said these 
things, he called out, “He who has ears to hear, let him hear.”  The fourth soil is described 
as good soil, in other words it was not an unplowed path; it was not uninspected shallow 
soil; and it was not neglected land but soil that was properly prepared to receive seed. Jesus
uses 4 different prepositions in these verses.  The seed fell along/by the path; on the rock, 
among the thorns, but into good soil.  

Now before Jesus gets into explaining the parable itself, He first gives an explanation of the 
purpose of parables altogether, v9-10, ‘And when his disciples asked him what this parable 
meant, 10 he said, “To you it has been given to know the secrets of the kingdom of God, but 
for others they are in parables, so that ‘seeing they may not see, and hearing they may not 
understand.’  The most common understanding about the purpose of the parables is that 
Jesus used picture language to make profound ideas simple, that He was the master teacher
using simple images to reach every age group.  In common usage this may have been the 
case, but Jesus ministry to Israel had a particular function in redemptive history.  God used 
Jesus to judge Israel for her sins, it was her rejection of Jesus that resulted in the 
destruction of Jerusalem and the temple.  God’s purposes were to save a remnant from 
Israel while hardening the rest, Romans 11 spells out that this was for the purpose of 
salvation coming to the Gentiles.  This hardening would not be complete for God would not 
forsake ethnic Israelites.  Because of God’s promises to Abraham and because the gifts and 
calling of God are without repentance, God would and will always save a remnant from 
among the ethnic Jews.  What Jesus is revealing to us here in His use of the parables is that
God uses the parables to sift out the remnant from the rest, those whom He will have mercy
upon and those who will be hardened.  They will hear but not understand, and in fact the 
gospel instead of softening their hearts will harden them.  The good news of God forgiving 
sin for free, that God saves the bad people by grace and good people cannot save 
themselves because they can never be good enough, will upset their legalistic hearts.  This 
hardening is a sign of their judgement, and for those who believe a sign of God’s grace.  



Jesus preaching through parables will have the same effect that Paul’s preaching had to the 
nations, to some it will be the aroma of life and to others the stench of death.  The disciples 
are given an inside knowledge of God’s ways, those who are not disciples of Christ are left 
to hear without understanding and this resulting in further unbelief.  

Hard hearts 
We are now ready to hear Christ’s interpretation of the parable, v11, ‘Now the parable is 
this: The seed is the word of God.’  The word of God as a seed is a familiar biblical idea, 1 
Pet. 1:23, ‘since you have been born again, not of perishable seed but of imperishable, 
through the living and abiding word of God.’  Is. 55:10-11, ‘For as the rain and the snow 
come down from heaven and do not return there but water the earth, making it bring forth 
and sprout, giving seed to the sower and bread to the eater, so shall my word be that goes 
out from my mouth; it shall not return to me empty, but it shall accomplish that which I 
purpose, and shall succeed in the thing for which I sent it.’  The reference here is not to the 
Bible as we understand it, but it will be the good news of the Kingdom of God, the gospel of
God’s grace to sinners that Jesus is preaching.  

V12, ‘The ones along the path are those who have heard; then the devil comes and takes 
away the word from their hearts, so that they may not believe and be saved.’  Here we have
the first of four hearts described.  First, a few observations.  Please note that Jesus is 
describing four different hearts, not one heart that goes through four different stages.  Also 
note that 3 out of 4 of those who hear the word do not get saved, although the 2nd and 3rd 
make the appearance of salvation for a while.  It is only the fourth heart that is truly saved. 
Note as well that Jesus moves along a spectrum of those who are the least accepting of the 
word to those who appear to accept the word, all the way over to those who are truly 
accepting of the word.  And the difference between the last heart and the others is the fact 
that it bears fruit.  

Why do people reject the life-saving truth of the gospel?  This first group is describing those
whose hearts are hard, or those who are antagonistic and hostile to the truth, or those who 
are completely indifferent to it.  In Jesus day this would have included the idolatrous 
Romans, the politically ambitious Herodians, the power-grasping priesthood, the Liberal 
Sadducees, the self-righteous Pharisees, the militant zealots, the isolationist Essenes, those 
who loved their sins, those who were already taken in by a false religion or worldview.  2 
Cor. 4:3-4 lays this out, ‘And even if our gospel is veiled, it is veiled to those who are 
perishing. 4 In their case the god of this world has blinded the minds of the unbelievers, to 
keep them from seeing the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of 
God.’  

How does the devil delude the heart into unbelief?  The truth is we always believe what we 
want to believe.  If we want reasons not to believe in God we will believe any number of 
ridiculous things.  There are manifold systems of thought that will gladly serve your 
willingness not to believe in God.  The heart that does not want God will happily latch onto 
the slightest excuse not to believe, it will magnify beyond truth any apparent inconsistency, 
it will obfuscate facing the truth talking about hypocrisy, or how the message of Christianity 
does not square with the latest trending values.  The devil does not lead us into lies 
unwillingly but willingly because of our bias away from God towards sin and self-rule.  Let 
me use a modern example: the recent rejection of Christianity in light of the rising gender 
and identity ideologies.  Recent trends in identity thought that have made way for the 
present views of transgenderism are built on ideas that appeal to our sinful inclinations to 
autonomy.  One of the philosophical schools holding up the present thought is 
existentialism.  Here is a little about how it views things.  Traditionally we have believed that



who we are flows from what we are.  In other words, our essence determines our existence.
For example, if I am by nature a man, then my existence will have to follow certain norms 
as my essence determines my existence.  Existentialism was developed by people who 
resented being told what to do by anything including our own natures.  So they swapped it 
around, instead of accepting what has been believed for thousands of years that existence 
follows essence, now existence determines essence. In other words, the way I feel can now 
decide what I am.  This way of thinking is ludicrous, it is irrational, even though it is 
wrapped in sophisticated philosophical jargon.  So the power to self-identify and create new 
gender categories, new truths based on my feelings and desires is now legitimized.  We cast
off ideas of being created by another, by being dictated to by a biological reality that is 
given to us by our Creator, and we take to ourselves the ruling role and self-define.  Why 
are so many people willing to believe a lie?  Because they want to!  And the devil serves up 
options that suit our sinfulness and we gladly believe the lie instead of believing the truth 
about Jesus Christ.

In Jesus day, people didn’t like the idea that they were not good enough and needed a 
savior and so rejected the truth.  The idea that they were just as bad as those filthy Gentiles
offended their pride.  The idea that they had been wrong for years and had been practicing 
religion in a false way insulted them and they rejected it.  Their pride in their race, their 
righteousness, their heritage did not square with a message that said all are poor, and all 
can be saved by grace if they will humble themselves and repent.  They rejected the truth 
because they did not like it.  Is this you today?  Are you at church under duress?  Maybe 
you are here with your family, but you don’t want to be here.  Are you here because you 
need to keep the idea that you are a good person and being religious is part of what makes 
you good?  Perhaps you are here and you have grown up in a Christian home and have 
believed certain truths, but they never gripped your heart.  And now you are one of those 
who are gladly ignoring and surrendering the truths of the Bible without a fight because it 
suits you to forget the truth so that you can live the life you want to without God getting in 
the way.  

Beware!  Jesus tells this parable to reveal that the devil and your sinfulness agree, they both
hate God’s truth.  Will you knowing that God is speaking to you and calling you to Himself 
deliberately ignore Him and allow anything to distract you from the truth, allow any 
arguments to shake you from it?  What sort of listener are you?

Stony hearts

The second heart described by Christ is found in v 13, ‘ And the ones on the rock are those 
who, when they hear the word, receive it with joy. But these have no root; they believe for 
a while, and in time of testing fall away.’  Some are too hard towards the word and some 
are the opposite, too quick to accept it.  Having been in the ministry for many years now it 
is a familiar sight to see people get excited about Christianity, get baptized, get involved in 
the church, but then as soon as the difficulties of the Christian life arise they fall away.  
There are those who become Christians because others are becoming Christians.  They like 
the atmosphere at the Church, feel like they need a change, and think that a little religion is 
just what they need.  This is your emotional sort of person who makes irresponsible 
decisions.  They sit in the service, they like what they hear, but instead of thinking the 
implications through, they jump in without making a proper commitment.  Jesus in another 
place in the gospel talks about the importance of counting the cost before becoming one of 
his disciples.  The price to become a Christian is free, but it will cost you everything.  In 
becoming a Christian you are making the choice to follow God no matter what.  You are 
giving up the power to rule your life, and you are handing it all over to him.  You make a 



choice to him before anyone else in your life including yourself.  There are certain sins that 
you used to enjoy that you will have to stop; there are certain friends who are going to feel 
uncomfortable in your presence because your friendship with them was built upon the 
wrong foundation of drunkenness, or some other shaky foundation that you no longer 
share.  Becoming a Christian will change the way you do your work, you will do it more 
diligently, even when no one is watching.  It will change the way you use your spare time.  
It will change the way you think.  You will be entering a battle field against yourself, and 
that is no easy fight, but it is life-long.  The long term benefits in being a Christian are 
unmatchable, but the difficulties of the narrow path are every difficult.  There are those who
want the good, but are not willing to put up with the bad and they give in and give up.  
Their choice to follow Christ was shallow and premature.

Those who have been won with the prosperity gospel, or a view that teaches come to Jesus 
and He will sort out all your problems.  If you come to Christ thinking that it is a self-help 
technique and not a life renovation with a full change of heart allegiances there will be some
unhappy surprises and you will not accept what you thought it was all about.  

What will cause them to fall away?  Testing is when they fall away, this can take the form of
temptations, trials or persecutions.  Temptations, those favourite sins that they didn’t realize
they had to give up.  Trials are the difficult times which cause us to question God’s 
goodness cause many to fall way.  Persecutions, when we have to pay for our commitment 
to follow Christ with being isolated, rejected, criticised, and even hurt or killed, the price is 
too high.  Some choose Christianity as a way to better their lives not as the truth, they will 
be exposed during times of difficulty.  Difficulty exposes what we truly treasure.  

Temporary believers are not true believers.  They may have appeared to get saved, and the 
emotion of joy and euphoria gives that an authentic feel.  But more than joy, mourning is a 
real proof of a work of the Spirit.  If you mourn your sins, if you see how they are against 
God, how undeserving they have made you, the heart that readily gives rise to them, and 
you mourn these things.  This is a better sign of grace than ‘joy’.  True believers are those 
who persevere.  When John was writing to the church in Ephesus encouraging them and 
helping them to know how they could know they were truly saved, he spoke about how 
those who left the truth were never of it.  1 John 2:19, ‘They went out from us, but they 
were not of us; for if they had been of us, they would have continued with us. But they 
went out, that it might become plain that they all are not of us.’  John is not talking about 
people who move churches or towns but who leave Christ altogether.  A true work of grace 
in the heart produces perseverance.  Those who fall away like in this parable prove that 
they were not truly born again.  

Thorny hearts

V14, ‘And as for what fell among the thorns, they are those who hear, but as they go on 
their way they are choked by the cares and riches and pleasures of life, and their fruit does 
not mature.’  Where the stony heart shows how hardship pulls people away from Christ, this
heart shows how the good things of this life can turn us from Christ.  Some fall away from 
Christ in times of deprivation but others during times of bounty.  Some like the idea of 
salvation, some are even looking for a little religion in their lives.  But when a Christ is 
presented that does not challenge the idols of the heart, when we present a gospel without 
repentance, this is the sort of response we will see.  Jesus lists cares, which has to do with 
an excessive concern with our security; riches which has to do with wealth, and pleasures 
which has to do with creature comforts.  In and of themselves these things are not sinful, 
they are gifts of God.  But if we have not seen the true nature of sin and how engrained it is



in our hearts.  If we have not seen what the heart of sin is, and that is to prefer anything to 
God, then these ‘good’ things will become the gods we end up serving.  This process is 
more slow as the description of choking implies.  Jesus is cluttered out of our lives as we 
emotionally invest in those things that serve our greeds.  

Good hearts

V15, ‘As for that in the good soil, they are those who, hearing the word, hold it fast in an 
honest and good heart, and bear fruit with patience.’  Jesus tells us that the fourth type of 
hearer is one who hears with an honest and good heart.  Jesus is not denying our total 
depravity, nor is he teaching a type of preparationism, what does He mean by good and 
honest?  Well, the hard hearts are those who gladly believed the lies of the devil and 
willingly turned from the truth, this is the opposite of honest.  Those hearts that accepted 
Christ but continued to hold onto their idols wanting both Jesus and their sins, a 
commitment without repentance, this would not be a good heart.  An honest heart is the 
heart that understands and submits to the truth, a good heart is a heart that repents of sin 
and turns it back on sin to turn to Christ.  And Jesus lists other descriptions of a right 
response to the gospel, they hold fast to the truth despite persecutions, and they endure 
with patience until the end.  But they also bear fruit.

So which sort of listener are you?  Are you hard hearted and refuse to be moved by the 
truth; do you commit in a shallow fashion only to fall away during hardships; do you accept 
Christ without giving up your sins, believing without repentance?  Or are you are hearer who
recognizes the truth, who turns from sin, who clings to Christ through pain and pleasure and
who produces good fruit and evidence of a changed life?        

  

        

  

                            


