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Again he began to teach beside the sea. . . . “Listen! A sower went out to sow.” Mk. 4:1a, 3 

 

 Some years ago my family and I were watching a television broadcast of a school board 

meeting. All of us burst out laughing when one of the board members blurted out, rather 

tactlessly, about a teacher, “Geez! She was old way back when! I thought she would have retired 

years ago!” 

 

 I hope you are not surprised to discover Jesus is still teaching today. He was known as a 

teacher in his lifetime in Galilee, and he is a teaching in your lifetime now. 

 

 Our task this morning is to study our Lord’s teaching method so we can better grasp his 

message for us today. 

 

The focal point of our study is the Parable of the Sower, which Mark puts first in his 

account of the life and ministry of Jesus. There are teachings of Jesus that appear earlier in Mark, 

but these earlier instances of teachings are given incidentally in response to something that 

occasions them. The Parable of the Sower seems to be, at least in Mark, the first formal teaching 

of Jesus that he planned to give. 

 

There are several aspects of Jesus’ teaching method that stand out in this text. 

 

The Lord teaches in a way to help people imagine something other than what is before their eyes. 

 Jesus teaches by way of story. A parable is a story. One of the advantages of story is that 

stories carry us elsewhere. The other night Sherrol and I were both reading. She was in her chair 

and I was in mine. She had her book in hand and I had mine. She was in Depression-era 

Kentucky and I was in 10
th

 Century England. She was in the mountains and I was near the 

English Channel. We were each carried someplace other than where we were. 

 

 Jesus uses story in this instance in Mark and it carries people elsewhere than where they 

are. The people in the text are situated at the sea. Mark mentions the sea at least three times at the 

beginning of this passage. The people are surrounded by water and waves and boats and shore. 

This is all they can see. While the hearers are situated at the sea, Jesus situates the parable on the 

land, away from the sea. The story takes place on land where there are farms and fields and paths 

and crops. His story takes his hearers someplace other than where they are and shows them 

something other than what is before their eyes. 

 

 Jesus wishes, in his teaching now, to help you imagine something other than what is 

before your eyes. Instead of seas and shorelines, what is before your eyes, trying to grip your 



thinking and monopolize your attention to the point that there is nothing else to imagine, are the 

various story lines of culture. 

 

 There is the culture of consumerism that insists you need things you do not have; that you 

are what you buy; and that you do not have enough and you will not be enough until you have 

more. There is the culture of competition that says you have to be a winner, back a winner, and 

gain the edge on others, beating them out in some way, getting ahead of them. There is the 

culture of outrage that says you have to demonize those with whom you disagree, speak ill of 

those with whom you disagree, and be loud, demonstrative, and dismissive in the process. And 

there is the culture of fear, which says others are out to get you, to get what is rightfully yours, 

and they are engaging in conspiracies against you in secret, nefarious ways. 

 

 These storylines of culture want to monopolize your attention and make it so you cannot 

imagine anything else. They wish you to think they are so prevalent that they have to be true. But 

Jesus wishes to lift you out of this cultural mindset and help you to imagine something other than 

what is right before your eyes. 

 

The Lord teaches in a way to help people imagine the agency of God. 

 Jesus wants to show that God is a living and active presence in our world, here and now, 

exercising influence. His parable focuses on God, for the main character in the story is God. God 

is the sower who is making his way across various kinds of land, spreading the word as he goes. 

 

 God is described by Jesus in human terms, all down to earth. Here Jesus’ teaching differs 

from that of the Book of Revelation, for example. Revelation, as you know, makes use of 

fantastical images to describe heaven, filling it with creatures with many eyes and many horns; it 

shows angels and beasts and dragons and strange seas and strange streets, all different from what 

we experience here upon the earth. But Jesus positions God as a farmer who sows seeds and as 

one who walks along worn paths, rocky ridges, and fertile fields, all scenes his hearers could 

easily picture. Jesus speaks of God in human terms, all down to earth. 

 

 Jesus places God right in the conditions in which real people regularly find themselves. 

God is in the place of trouble. God is in the place where the cares of the world seem to swarm. 

God is in the place where the threat of evil rears its head. And God is in all kinds of fields of 

varying opportunities and conditions. 

 

 This God is described by Jesus as being in all these places a most liberal and generous 

giver. This God who spreads the word like a lavish sower of seeds seems to be liberally flinging 

it out. The word – the gospel, the good news, the word of hope and joy and peace – is spoken or 

planted everywhere without discrimination. There is no prejudgment to rule any place unworthy. 

God can be everyplace and everyplace that God can be is given the wonderful word of God in 

equal measure. Since the word is in each place, the possibility of hope is in each place. God is in 

each place and God is good and God is generous. 

 

 In these ways Jesus teaches beside the sea to help people imagine something other than 

what is before their eyes, especially a wonderful God who is an active agent in their world 



bringing the good news of wonderful possibility to each place in which they might find 

themselves. Jesus helps people to imagine God. 

 

The Lord teaches in such a way as to call for response. 

 I do not know if there are any lawyer shows on television now. At least there are none 

that I watch. But in the days of Boston Legal and L.A. Law we could watch and learn that 

lawyers carefully craft the closing argument they offer to the jury. They want to persuade the 

jury to return the verdict they desire. 

 

 Old time preachers spoke of preaching for a verdict. They spoke of persuading people to 

decide on behalf of God and Christian action. 

 

 That is just what Jesus does here. He preaches for a verdict. “Let anyone with ears to hear 

listen!” The chief response he desired then and now is to let the word of God – this message that 

is counter to the messages of the culture around us – to take root in your soul where it can grow. 

 

 Let that response come from you so far as in you lies. The Lord describes three kinds of 

fields, knowing that each person who hears is different from all others. In terms of the fields in 

the parable, all three are able, all three are fertile, but not all are able and fertile equally. The 

point is that each one of us should strive, under God, to be all that we can be, and not try to be 

more than we are or less than we can be. 

 

 It comes to this. There is a word that God speaks in the world today. There is a truth that 

God wants to give. God wishes to speak this word – and have you hear it – in the place of your 

trouble, the place of your struggle, the place of your greatest striving. It is a word far different 

from the words of culture which say we are to buy more, jockey for position, yell more, and be 

afraid. It is a gospel, a generous word of generous good news, hope, joy, peace, and love. It is a 

word that can take root in your soul and yield a plentiful spiritual harvest in your life, leaving 

you feeling rich beyond your wildest dreams. 


