Your presence, gracious God afford,

Prepare us to receive Your Word;

Now let Your voice engage our ear,

And faith be mixed with what we hear.

Open our hearts, O Lord, and bless,

And crown Your gospel with success.

Distracting thoughts and cares remove,

And fix our minds and hopes above;

With food divine may we be fed,

And satisfied with living bread.

To us the sacred Word apply,

With Sovereign power and energy;

So may we, moved in faith and fear,

Take to our case the things we hear.

Lord may our hearts be like good ground;

No hardness there, or weeds be found.

No pressing sin to choke the Word,

Only the seed of truth be heard.

Father, to us, Your Son reveal,

Teach us to know and do Your will,

Your saving power and love display,

And guide us to the realms of day.        

Adapted from a hymn written by John Fawcett 1739 - 1817

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Recommended reading material for further 

study & for “heart preparation”:-

- Holiness 

- Practical Religion

   both by J C Ryle
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 “Are you listening?”

The Parable of the Sower applied 

Studies in the Gospel of Mark

Ch 4 v 1 - 20
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“Listen! Behold, 

a sower went out to sow”

Mark 4 v 3 

NKJV

“Parables are mirrors. They reflect the principles of the Kingdom of God and consequently serve as mirrors to our own lives. They force us to ask the question, ‘Where do I stand in relation to the Kingdom of God?’ They show us our own hearts in the light of God’s Word.”  

Sinclair Ferguson – Let’s Study Mark (Banner of Truth) 

INTRODUCTION - Jesus was intent that everyone was listening!

-  Note the great crowd & unusual pulpit! v1/2 

-  Note the arresting beginning and challenging end v 3 / v 9 

-  Note the “earthly story” is initially without the “heavenly meaning”

FOUR KEY OBSERVATIONS – so easily missed in our familiarity

1. THE PARABLE OF THE GROUNDS

The “sower” and the “seed” are not debated or discussed – the focus is on the ground into which the seed is sown – our hearts !  “Meet yourself in the Parables” – an apt title to an old book by Warren Wiersbe. 

Sinclair Ferguson uses a similar analogy when he says, “Parables are mirrors. They reflect the principles of the kingdom of God and consequently serve as mirrors to our own lives. They force us to ask the question, ‘Where do I stand in relation to the kingdom of God?’

They show us our own hearts in the light of God’s word.”(Let’s Study Mark - Banner of Truth) 

2. THE SOWER ONLY SOWS FOR ONE REASON

Like sowing seed, preaching is for one reason  - to produce FRUIT (change in the life of the hearer). This is more than simply a “gospel parable” with application restricted to the sowing of “gospel seed” for “salvation fruit”. It is a parable about the heart ground of every hearer including the Christian.

3. NOTE CAREFULLY HOW THE NARRATIVE UNFOLDS



v 3-9
 The “earthly story” is preached to the crowd without comment. 

v 10
 The Apostles and other disciples ask Jesus for an explanation

v 11
 Jesus makes it plain that the majority of the crowd were “outsiders” (NKJV)                  – they were like those who were the congregation of Isaiah in his day. 

v 12 
Jesus quotes Isaiah 6 v 9                Some hearers are actually not hearers at all !! 

 They are determined not to hear the word of God even though the preaching  is clear & simple. It is possible to sit in church for years and not actually “hear” a word. There has never been (or ever will be) any change to our lives. A state of grave danger to the soul.   

4. WHY DID JESUS PREACH IN THIS WAY?

Jesus preached the parable in the way He did so that the “outsider” might say to themselves, “I think he is talking about me!” or  “There is more to this than I can understand.” He uses the parable as a mirror to reflect back the question, “Where do I stand in relation to the Kingdom of God?” The work of the Holy Spirit then makes the seeker a gospel “hearer”. 

To the Christian believer  (illustrated by the Apostles & disciples in v 10) to who has been revealed the “mystery of the Kingdom”, He explains the fuller application of the “earthly story”. He expounds the spiritual truth regarding the heart ground of every true hearer of the Word of God. This parable is about the importance of our heart ground in relation to fruitful results from the preaching of the Word. 

Note how every category of ground (vs 15/6/18/20) is a “hearing heart” of some form.

THE GROUND OF OUR HEARTS  – Reflecting how we hear preaching

1. HARD  v 14/15  -  A preconceived unresponsiveness of heart – even before we have heard the Word! Don’t blame Satan – he only does what comes naturally (like the birds!). The problem is ours – with a hard heart we are actually, “co operating with the Prince of Evil” (Hendriksen).  Compare Ezekiel 33 v 31-32

2. SHALLOW v 16/17  -  A heart that comes full of anticipation but without a readiness to count the cost. The hearing is impulsive and emotional but seems so real – there is some fruit. BUT the rigours of application in our day to day life lacks that, “continued steadfastly” of the early church in Acts 2 v 42. Time sees us “back at square one!”

3. CROWDED v 18/19  -  A heart that comes readily to hear but already has signs of weeds taking up precious space. Despite some determined application those weeds of cares, riches, and other things produce a gradual decline from, “was fruit” to “unfruitful” then to the inevitable, “no fruit” . This is the backsliding heart of  Proverbs 14 v 14  “The backslider will be filled with his own ways.”

4. GOOD v 20  -  Such a heart is realistic about fruit bearing and ready to bear fruit. It has been prepared and nurtured with a definite desire to hear and to fruitfulness.

GOOD GROUND – What can we do to ensure fruit is produced?

1. PLOUGH IT  -  Jer 4 v 3  /  Hosea 10 v 12 – 13

· by Self Examination  (note: to a positive end & outcome) Ps 139 v 23/24

· by Refocusing our Priorities – on what “blessed” really means – Ps 1

· by Making Clear Resolutions – Prov 4 v 23

2. FERTILISE IT  -  applying wisdom in our use of time – Prov 8

· through Good Habits

· through Good Interests

· through Good Friends

· through Good Books

3. WATER IT  - Ps 119 v 33 - 40

· By Prayer – concerning the preached word – before / during / afterwards.

· By meditation - on the word that you have heard preached – Ps 119 v 97

FOUR THINGS TO REMEMBER – about heart ground preparation

1. Ground preparation is a HARD TASK but an ESSENTIAL TASK – far harder than just hearing! Note the opposition of: Satan v15 / Self v17 / The World v19

2. Our efforts are NOT THE ONLY PREPARATION – God is also at work by His Spirit and in His providence - Refer Phil 2 v 12/13  +  Hosea 6 v 1 – 3

3. The Perfect Sower is Christ / The perfect seed is the Word – but our fruit is not yet perfect and will always be capable of increase. Refer John 15 – The work of Christ in sanctification and through His Word will always be to produce MORE and then MUCH FRUIT!!

4. Fruit in all its variety can be summed up in one word: “CHRISTLIKENESS”

