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“HE WAS TEACHING THEM…IN PARABLES”
(Mark 4:1-20)
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A. One day a diver was exploring the aquatic world 20 feet below the surface. He noticed a guy at the same depth, but he was wearing no scuba gear.


The diver went down another 20 feet, but the same guy joined him a few moments later. The diver went down still another 20 feet, but soon, that guy showed up again. This confused the diver, so he took out a waterproof chalk board, and wrote, “How on earth are you able to stay underwater without any equipment?”

The guy took the board and chalk, erased what the diver had written, and wrote, “I'M DROWNING!” Sometimes the answer is obvious and the question need not be asked. 

B. But there is a pressing question that arises at this point in Mark’s gospel. Suppose Mark’s gospel was your first exposure to the Christian faith. You have carefully read the first three chapters. You have learned of the exceptional, remarkable qualities and abilities of Jesus. And you are then stunned to find that the religious leaders of the day rejected him, and even his own family members thought that he was out of his mind. What’s the question you would write on your waterproof chalk board? 


“Why don’t they believe? Why would they, against the clear evidence, reject him?” There’s a complicating factor in all of this. Remember that Mark’s first readers were Jews who had put their faith in Jesus and as a result became subject to persecution, imprisonment, and even death for believing on him. But if they abandoned Jesus and converted back to Judaism they would be safe from official interference. So this created a strong incentive for them to say, “Hey, not even the Jewish leaders believed on him. Maybe I need to rethink my profession of faith in Jesus.”

Why do they, against the clear evidence, not believe? I have personally shared the gospel one-on-one with hundreds of people. Now it may be due to a poor presentation on my part, but clearly the majority did not embrace Christ. But Jesus’ own presentation of himself and his message was flawless, perfect, completely convincing, and yet many either passed on him or rejected him outright. So why do people not believe? 

C. And Jesus answers this question in the parable he told, sometimes called “the parable of the sower” or more accurately “the parable of the soils.” This is arguably the best known of all Jesus’ parables. It is found in all three of the synoptic gospels, Matthew, Mark, and Luke. And since this is the first and one of the longest parables that Mark relates, I want to talk about what our Lord says about his use of parables this week, and then consider the meaning of this particular parable next week. Ordinarily the points of a sermon are declarations, even exhortations, not questions. But this will be an exception to the rule. So, first of all…
I. WHAT IS A PARABLE?

“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.”

A. The literal definition of the word translated “parable (which is the Greek term “parabole”) is “to throw something alongside.” It combines “para” from which we get “parallel” and “bole” from which we get “ballistics.” In a parable, something we know and understand it thrown down alongside something we do not know or understand and the similarity is noted. A parable is an analogy: “this is like that.” One definition reads this way: “a revelatory truth in the preaching of Jesus is conveyed through the vehicle of a known relationship in nature or in the daily life of men.” Or, more simply, “earthly stories with heavenly meanings.”

Most of our language and communication is in the form of analogies whether we know it or not. To say that something is “gigantic” is to compare it to a giant. Old bread may be “hard as a rock.” A tough beefsteak may be “like eating shoe leather.” A sore joint may be “stiff as a board.” A tense situation is like “walking on egg shells.” These are analogies, comparisons of the unknown to the known.

The need for analogies or parables arises when it comes to spiritual matters and to God himself. “Spirit” is that which is beyond our senses. There is no real way to speak directly about things that are not concrete, that are beyond all of our senses. So these analogies are as close as we can come: this, which we know and understand, is like that which we don’t know or understand. 

B. In fact, speaking directly about God, about his being and character, is impossible. As the uncreated Creator of all things, God is in a class by himself. Most everything the Bible affirms about God is by way of analogy. And in each instance we must understand that the analogy is true but the reality is greater. So, for example, to say that God exists is true, of course. But God is not like anything else that exists. Everything else that exists had a beginning. Once it was not. And everything that exists is dependent for its life, if it alive, and for its being, its existence, on something else. So, to say that God “exists” is true, but inadequate. For God has always existed. God holds all existence, being, in himself, and all things exist from God, for God, and to God. 

God is Father. But he is “father” like no other, because every human father has limitations of ability and of morality, while God has no limits at all. So, the believer can call God “Father,” and he is. But he’s so much more, more than we could ever comprehend.


God is great and glorious like the mountains are great and glorious or the ocean depths or the countless stars above us. But then you recall that God made all these things by simply calling them into existence. And so it seems almost blasphemous to say that God is great and glorious like the mountains, the oceans, or the heavens above. Words, analogies, cannot even begin to describe his greatness.

C. When our children were young we heard a speaker declare that “only God is great.” And so, ever after, when someone called this or that “great,” we knew the correction would come: “No, only God is great.” But parables were our Lord’s way of explaining unfamiliar truths about the kingdom of God. So here’s a more complete definition of a parable: “A metaphor or story connected with the affairs of daily life is used as an illustration of moral and spiritual truths, on the assumption that what applies in one sphere is relevant also in the others.” (quoted by English, p. 93) But then we must ask…
II. WHO CAN BENEFIT FROM HIS PARABLES?


This question arises from the cryptic statement Jesus made in verse 9: “And he said, He who has ears to hear, let him hear.” Some suggest that this is the most oft-repeated exhortation from Jesus’ lips.

A. So, the first thing anyone needs in order to benefit from Jesus’ parables is to hear them. We cannot overstate the importance of hearing God’s Word, of carefully studying the Scriptures. I confess that I am suspicious whenever someone tries to diminish the necessity of hearing God’s Word frequently, regularly, habitually. “You don’t have to go to church all the time.” “You don’t need to read the Bible every day.” “Some people read and study the Bible so much that they don’t have time to care for others.” I suppose in some rare instances, something like this might be true. More often, though, it is the neglect of hearing God’s Word that is the root of all kinds of mischief, of defection from the faith, and of neglect in caring for others. 

The first element in saving faith is true knowledge. Paul makes this clear from Romans 10:14: “How then will they call on him in whom they have not believed? And how are they to believe in him of whom they have never heard? And how are they to hear without someone preaching?” 

B. But one can “hear” without “heeding.” And Jesus implies that some people are not equipped with “ears” that permit this hearing combined with heeding. This is not an intellectual deficiency but a moral deficiency. In verse 3, Jesus calls the crowd to “listen” and after the parable, he states only some have truly listened. Only those with ears to hear can benefit from his parable. To the rest it may represent an interesting story or even be nonsense. But those with ears to hear perceive the deeper message with the call to respond, which they then answer. The word translated “listen” and “hear” is “akouo,” from which we get “acoustics.” It’s interesting that the word for “obey” is “hupakouo,” to “hyper-hear,” one who really listens with a view toward responding, or, as we have said, to both hear and to heed.

C. So where does someone get these “ears to hear”? This is the work of the Holy Spirit who sovereignly regenerates, who causes the hearer to be born again, those who will believe, those whom God has chosen for salvation. R.C. Sproul wrote: “Why does one person receive the Word of God in his heart while another person rejects it? The majority view is that it is because there is something more righteous in the one who receives it. Some people think they are Christians because, of their own will, they made the right decision; they embraced Christ, whereas their friends hardened their hearts and did not use their wills to accept the gospel. Those people therefore have something of which to boast eternally; they said ‘yes’ to the gospel offer of salvation.


“However, Jesus clearly said, “Unless one is born again, he cannot see the kingdom of heaven….Unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God” (John 3:3, 5). He also told His disciples, ‘No one can come to Me unless the Father who sent Me draws him’ (John 6:44a). The Apostle Paul also says, “You He made alive, who were dead in trespasses and sins….By grace you have been saved through faith, and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God’ (Eph. 2:1, 8).”   


 So Jesus here sets the pattern. He preaches the saving truth to all knowing that only those whom God has chosen will hear the truth in the sense of heeding and obeying the truth. 

D. Don’t misunderstand. It’s not as though some dearly wish to believe, but God prevents them. No, they don’t want to believe and are quite happy not believing so that they do not have to submit to God and conform to his will. When he was on trial Stephen preached the truth to the religious leaders, and this was their response. “But they cried out with a loud voice and stopped their ears and rushed together at him.” (Acts 7:57) And they silenced him, the very voice of God to them, by killing him! It’s a different metaphor, but truly “there are none so blind as those who will not see.” Proverbs 26:12 warns: “Do you see a man who is wise in his own eyes? There is more hope for a fool than for him.”

One writer notes: “It is his sovereign will to remove what man is unwilling to improve, to darken the heart that refuses to harken. He hardens those who have hardened themselves.” Or as John Calvin comments: “they must endure the blame of their own blindness.”

So, if some cannot believe because they have stopped their ears and God has not removed the stopper, then…
III. WHY SAY ANYTHING TO THOSE WHO WILL NOT BELIEVE? 


A. And there is a simple reason. It’s the same reason why God instructed his people Israel to march around the doomed city of Jericho for seven days blowing the trumpet. Fair warning. They see, but do not see. They hear, but do not hear. 

“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.’ ” 


We need to remember the context. The leading scribes from the home office in Jerusalem have rendered their verdict: “He is possessed by Beelzebul,” and “by the prince of demons he casts out the demons.” And “he has an unclean spirit.” Aside from the fact that this explanation is absurd, they utterly rejected the witness of the Holy Spirit and proclaimed that the Holy Spirit was an “unclean spirit.” And so, Jesus announced, for them it was over. They were hardened in their unbelief. 

B. So why waste words on them anymore? Fair warning! They would hear, but they would not hear. In other words, none of them on Judgment Day could plead, “We didn’t know! Nobody told us. We had no prior warning.” Oops, they did know. They had heard. They were warned. And so they were “without excuse.” That’s the judgment that falls on all unbelievers as Paul reports in Romans 1:18-20: “18 For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, who by their unrighteousness suppress the truth. 19 For what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to them. 20 For his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of the world, in the things that have been made. So they are without excuse.” The creation itself proclaims the truth to everyone. 

In an interview, the outspoken atheist Richard Dawkins was asked, “What if you die and God asks you why you did not believe?” Dawkins replied that he would then ask God: “Why did you make yourself so hard to find?” Really? God is hard to find? The vast majority of the world’s population is religious. Everyone, it seems, except for handful of atheists, is able to know that God is there. The God who made all things is not hard to find at all, and everybody really does know that God is there. 

Jesus spoke to all in parables. Those with ears to hear all heard and heeded him. Everybody else also heard him, but it did them no good. And it robbed them of every excuse, for they did hear the truth but hardened their hearts against it. And Jesus then went on to the cross to pay for the sins of his people. And all who believe on him will be saved. 
CONCLUSION

One writer offers a contemporary parable: 


At the end of time, billions of people were seated on a great plain before God's throne. Most shrank back from the brilliant light before them. But some groups near the front talked heatedly, not cringing with shame, but with belligerence.

"Can God judge us? How can He know about suffering?" snapped a bold young brunette. She ripped open a sleeve to reveal a tattooed number from a Nazi concentration camp. "We endured terror ... beatings ... torture ... death!"

In another group a boy lowered his collar. “What about this?” he demanded, showing an ugly rope burn. “Lynched, for no crime but being black!”

In another crowd there was a pregnant schoolgirl with sullen eyes: "Why should I suffer?" she murmured. "It wasn't my fault." Far out across the plain were hundreds of such groups. Each had a complaint against God for the evil and suffering He had permitted in His world.

“How lucky God was to live in Heaven, where all was sweetness and light! Where there was no weeping or fear, no hunger or hatred. What did God know of all that people have been forced to endure in this world? For God leads a pretty sheltered life,” they said.

So each of these groups sent forth their leader, chosen because he had suffered the most. A Jew, a slave, a person from Hiroshima, a horribly deformed arthritic, an abused child. In the center of the vast plain, they consulted with each other. At last they were ready to present their case. It was rather clever.

Before God could be qualified to be their judge, He must endure what they had endured. Their decision was that God should be sentenced to live on earth as a man.

Let him be born a Jew. Let the legitimacy of his birth be doubted. Give him a work so difficult that even his family will think him out of his mind.

Let him be betrayed by his closest friends. Let him face false charges, be tried by a prejudiced jury and convicted by a cowardly judge. Let him be tortured.

At the last, let him see what it means to be terribly alone. Then let him die so there can be no doubt he died. Let there be a great host of witnesses to verify it.

As each leader announced his portion of the sentence, loud murmurs of approval went up from the throng of people assembled. When the last had finished pronouncing sentence, there was a long silence. No one uttered a word. No one moved.

For suddenly, all knew that God had already served His sentence.” 1

And they were all without excuse. On the last day, everyone will be without excuse. So it’s time to throw away your useless pet pretexts and alibis, all of them, and embrace true hope in the Son of God. (
1 “The Long Silence” (Anonymous)
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