FAIR OAKS PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH

Gospel of Mark: Lesson 8

Mark 4:1-20

Up to this point Mark has made many references to the teaching of Jesus, but he has not previously recorded any.  In this next section he begins to relate specific teachings of Jesus and begins with His parables.  Some see this first parable as the capstone or foundation to all the rest.  One commentator calls it a parable about parables, based on Jesus’ statement in verse 13: “if you don’t understand this parable, how will you understand the other parables?”  As mentioned previously, this first parable is also a commentary on what Mark has just written about—how is it that the miraculous authoritative ministry of Jesus had such diverse effects on those who heard and experienced it?

A word about parables—there has been much debate over the years about how exactly to interpret them.  Some see them as allegories---stories in which each element is linked to an element in real life—as you read the story you are taught principles about the world around you.  In classic allegories every element is a symbol and has a meaning. Many commentators have rejected the idea that parables are allegories—citing the Jewish use of parables as puzzling stories that have one central point only.  The parable is meant to challenge us to think and perceive a truth about the world around us.  The truth is probably somewhere in the middle—clearly Jesus’ interpretation of this parable includes assigning meaning to different elements of the story (birds = Satan, the thorns = wealth and worldly cares) but we must be careful not to press parables too far in assigning every single element some meaning, as they are not intended to be interpreted in that way.  For example, the parable of the unrighteous judge (Luke 18:1-7) does not want us to conclude that God is like the unrighteous judge and has to be “worn down” with our prayers before He will answer them!  Also, in the words of one commentator, parables are “plastic” and can mean different things to different hearers depending on their understanding and situation. 
What does Jesus tell us about the activity of the sower?  Who do you think the sower might be?  Why does he waste the seed by casting it into places where the seed would never be expected to grow?

Can you think of examples where the most unexpected of “soils” received the word and it grew and produced fruit?  How about a New Testament example of someone who stood on “the hard ground beside the road” as Jesus was passing by? (Hint: see Luke 18:35-42 where the same Greek word is used as is found in this parable.)  How about someone whose life was full of thorns—in fact he climbed a giant “thorn bush” to see Jesus passing by? (See Luke 19:1-10)  Or someone who fell away during a time of persecution but who later came back to faithfully serve the Lord?

What is the reason, in this parable, for crop failure?  In what ways is this meant to encourage those who labor in the kingdom of God?

As some commentators point out: there are not 4 types of soil presented here.  There are really two—productive soil and unproductive soil.  There are 3 examples of each type of soil—the unproductive soil: hard, shallow, choked with weeds, and the productive soil: 30, 60 and 100-fold crops.  Why did Jesus spend more time talking (and warning) about the unproductive soils?

Think about the problem of each of the unproductive soils.  How would you express this warning to people today?

· The hard soil beside the road

· The rocky soil

· The thorny soil

Many commentators find verses 10-12 to be the hardest part of the gospel of Mark (and yet it may be the central point!)  Does God deliberately hide the truth of the gospel from the people who hear it?  Why or why not?  How does the quotation from Isaiah 6:9-13 help interpret this?

Important!!  To whom is the mystery of the kingdom revealed?  What is the application for our lives today?

Why is Satan allowed to take spiritual truth away from people?  Is there a warning in this for Christians today?

How do you think the warning about persecutions would have been understood by the believers in the early church?  Contrast and compare that to the church of today.  How about the “thorns”?  What specific examples of thorns are listed?
What explains the difference between the crops yielded by the good soils?  What point is Mark seeking to make? 
