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God’s Word to You 
A Summary of the Bible

In the beginning, the all-powerful, personal God created the universe.  
This God created human beings in His image to live joyfully in His presence, 
in humble submission to His gracious authority. But all of us have rebelled 
against God and, in consequence, must suffer the punishment of our 
rebellion: physical death and the wrath of God.

Thankfully, God initiated a rescue plan, which began with His choosing the 
nation of Israel to display His glory in a fallen world. The Bible describes how 
God acted mightily on Israel’s behalf, rescuing His people from slavery and 
then giving them His holy law. But God’s people—like all of us—failed to 
rightly reflect the glory of God. 

Then, in the fullness of time, in the Person of Jesus Christ, God Himself 
came to renew the world and restore His people. Jesus perfectly obeyed the 
law given to Israel. Though innocent, He suffered the consequences of human 
rebellion by His death on a cross. But three days later, God raised Him from 
the dead. 

Now the church of Jesus Christ has been commissioned by God to take the 
news of Christ’s work to the world. Empowered by God’s Spirit, the church 
calls all people everywhere to repent of sin and to trust in Christ alone for 
our forgiveness. Repentance and faith restores our relationship with God and 
results in a life of ongoing transformation.

The Bible promises that Jesus Christ will return to this earth as the 
conquering King. Only those who live in repentant faith in Christ will 
escape God’s judgment and live joyfully in God’s presence for all eternity. 
God’s message is the same to all of us: repent and believe, before it is too late. 
Confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe with your heart that 
God raised Him from the dead, and you will be saved.
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Who is Jesus? Ask that question, and depending on your context, you will get a 
plethora of responses, many of which will likely mirror the person giving the 
answer. It seems, in general, that we like the thought of Jesus being just like us 
and concerned about the same things that concern us. But the best and right 
answers will come from God’s Word, which reveals Jesus as He should be 
known—the Son of God, the promised Messiah-King, the way, the truth, the 
resurrection, and the life. 

In the Gospels we read about Jesus’ many “Stories and Signs.” In the stories, 
Jesus teaches; in the signs, Jesus demonstrates. As a preacher, teacher, or even 

reader of these parts of the Gospels, we always come away with the thoughts I should be like that or 
I wish I could have seen that. We are inspired and challenged by these words and deeds that come 
from our Savior. Yet when Jesus is telling a parable about the kingdom or giving an example to 
follow, He’s doing more than coaching behavior; He’s teaching about who He is—the kingdom has 
come with Him, and He is the One we follow. When Jesus is performing a miracle, He’s doing more 
than putting on a show; He’s showing who He is—the very Son of God who comes in glory and 
power. This Jesus is worthy of worship in our lives, in our churches, and among all the peoples of 
the earth.

Trevin Wax
Managing Editor—The Gospel Project 
Author of multiple books, including Gospel-Centered Teaching, Counterfeit Gospels, 
Clear Winter Nights, and This Is Our Time: Everyday Myths in Light of the Gospel

Stories and miracles. The Gospels give us plenty of both, with Jesus as the 
master storyteller and miracle-worker. Through His memorable parables and 
through His mighty works, Jesus painted a picture of the coming kingdom. 
It’s like a sower scattering seed, like a father rushing to embrace his prodigal 
son, like judgment coming upon unfaithful servants. The kingdom upends the 
evil and darkness of our world by healing people of illness, providing food for 
the hungry, casting out demons, and even raising people from the dead. 

The life of heaven is on display in both Jesus’ words and works. As you 
encounter the stories and miracles of Jesus in this volume, keep an open mind 

and heart to the Spirit’s leading. Let the words and works of our Savior astound you. Put yourself 
in the scene and experience afresh the power of what Christ has done. Then look to the lost world 
around you and recommit to passing on the message of our miracle-working Savior.
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Tips from Trevin on how best to use this Leader Guide
Welcome to The Gospel Project! Think of yourself as a guide leading your group on a tour of God’s 
Word, journeying through the Bible’s grand story and encountering the riches of Christ’s redemption. We 
hope The Gospel Project will provide you with the tools and resources you need as you prayerfully seek 
to apply the truth of the gospel to the people God has placed in your group. Here are some things to 
remember as you use this Leader Guide:

Pray. Pray for your group. Don’t lead in your own strength. 

Adapt. You know the style of your group. If more discussion-oriented, then encourage group 
members to read the session ahead of time. Use the “Further Discussion” questions in the Session 
Plan to facilitate discussion that stays grounded in the session. If you take a more master-teacher 
approach, then spend time familiarizing yourself with the Expanded Session Content. Select 
questions that make the most strategic sense for moving the session along. 

Cut. If it seems to you that The Gospel Project provides too much material for one session, you’re right. 
We chose to deliver more than you need and to include the bulk of the content in the Personal Study 
Guide (PSG) so you don’t feel pressed to get all the content delivered in the session time itself. Refer 
your group members to the PSG. 

Add. The PSG has the bulk of the content from the Leader Guide, but not all of it. Throughout the 
Expanded Session Content, you will see portions of leader-only content marked off in the margin, as 
this portion is. These sections might be transitions between points, illustrations, answers to questions, 
content for interactive portions in the PSG, and even theological connections. The Teaching Plan will 
reference the more vital sections, but as you shape each session, consider how these leader-only 
sections can benefit your group.

Personalize. Take the truths in The Gospel Project and enhance them. Add personal stories. Ask 
penetrating questions that go to the heart of the people you know and love.

Resource yourself. (Encourage your group to take advantage of these resources too.)
Make use of the additional resources suggested at the end of each session. 
• Read a suggested chapter or section in a book. 
• Learn from the “Tip of the Week” to grow as a teacher and a group in spiritual maturity. 
Visit GospelProject.com/Blog for the following: 
• Read blog posts related to the overall study theme and specific sessions. 
• Listen to a brief video as I point out the highlights to focus on for the upcoming session.
Visit GospelProject.com/AdditionalResources to access these resources:
• Read online articles and blog posts related to the session content. 
• Listen to helpful podcasts from pastors and church leaders. 
• Download suggestions for interactive options to help address a variety of learning styles. 

Overflow. Remember…The Gospel Project is not just a curriculum. WE are the project. As we immerse 
ourselves in the great story of redemption, God’s Spirit uses the gospel to change us. Don’t prepare 
simply for the content you’re going to deliver. Let the truths of God’s Word soak in as you study. A great 
leader is not a dispenser of information but an overflowing river of gospel passion. Let God work on your 
heart first, and then pray that He will change the hearts of the people He has entrusted to your care.

How to Use The Gospel Project
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SESSION 1

The Sower and the Soils

Summary and Goal 

Jesus taught His disciples about how God’s kingdom actually comes. Jesus’ message is spread 
liberally, like the casting of seed by a sower, but people’s responses are not determined by the content 
of the message but by the condition of their hearts. Jesus’ parable of the sower and the soils helps us 
understand why, as we share the gospel, some people respond in faith and others do not.

Main Passages
Mark 4:1-9,14-20

Session Outline
1. The Word of God and the Hardened Heart (Mark 4:1-4,14-15)
2. The Word of God and the Shallow Heart (Mark 4:5-6,16-17)
3. The Word of God and the Distracted Heart (Mark 4:7,18-19)
4. The Word of God and the Fruitful Heart (Mark 4:8-9,20)

Theological Theme
People respond in different ways to the message of the gospel.

Christ Connection
Jesus is the Sower who scattered the seed (God’s Word) through His ministry on earth. Today, He 
continues to proclaim the gospel through His disciples, and the gospel continues to bear fruit among 
those who receive the message.

Missional Application
God calls us to sow the seed of His Word with reckless abandon, trusting that the Lord of the harvest 
will bring fruit from the gospel. 

© 2017 LifeWay Christian Resources. Permission granted to reproduce and distribute within the license agreement with purchaser.
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Introduction
Connect storytelling in general with the repeated stories of Jesus in the 
Gospels (leader p. 10; personal study guide [PSG] p. 10). 

How should we view the stories, miracles, and parables of 
Jesus recorded in the Gospels, knowing that Jesus said and 
did so much more than what we have recorded?

Summarize this session on the parable of the sower and the soils, noting how 
Jesus used the story to teach about God’s kingdom and the spread of the 
gospel message (leader p. 10; PSG p. 11). (Call attention to Pack Item 4: 
Parables of the Kingdom to help make this point.) 

1.  The Word of God and the Hardened Heart 
(Mark 4:1-4,14-15)

Read Mark 4:1-4,14-15. Observe the distinction between “disciples” and “the 
crowd” (leader p. 11). Referencing Pack Item 2: Hearing the Old Testament 
in the New, explain that Jesus spoke in parables to the crowd so that only 
those with receptive hearts would understand and follow him into the 
kingdom (leader p. 11; PSG p. 11). 

What are some characteristics of a heart receptive to see 
and hear the good news of the gospel?

What are some things that can get in the way of a heart 
understanding the good news of the gospel?

Equate seed sown on hard ground with the gospel sown on a hard heart, one 
filled with pleasures other than God. Satan works to snatch away this seed 
before it can do its work. Clarify that Jesus’ story is meant to tell us about the 
different responses people will have to the gospel. We can’t diagnose the “soil” 
of someone’s heart; we just sow the seed everywhere we can (leader p. 12; 
PSG p. 12). 

Why should we freely share the gospel with people 
regardless of our perception of them? 

Pack Item 1: 
Stories and Signs
Display this poster in a 
place that will help group 
members follow the 
storyline of Scripture, to 
remember where we’ve been 
and where we are going.

All Points Option
Prior to the group meeting, 
either on your own or with 
the help of some enlisted 
volunteers, bring in some 
samples of hard, shallow, 
thorny, and good soil. 
As you work through the 
points of this session, pass 
around the examples of 
earth for the group to feel 
and experience and to 
consider the analogy to the 
type of heart in a person.

 For Further 
Discussion
Does Satan have the power 
to do whatever he wants 
with respect to the word 
sown? Why or why not?

The Sower 
and the Soils

Session Plan

Session 1
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2.  The Word of God and the Shallow Heart 
(Mark 4:5-6,16-17)

Ask a volunteer to read Mark 4:5-6,16-17. Tell how we need to take care with 
people’s conversions and discipleship, being aware of the possibility of shallow 
hearts with no root (leader p. 13; PSG p. 13). 

What are some characteristics of a true conversion? 

3.  The Word of God and the Distracted Heart 
(Mark 4:7,18-19)

Read Mark 4:7,18-19. Point out the competing desires of this “soil”: desire for 
the gospel to take root versus worldly desires that choke out the word in one’s 
heart. This parable serves as a wakeup call to those who profess salvation but 
bear no fruit (leader pp. 14-15; PSG pp. 14-15). 

What are some worries and desires of this world that can 
“choke the word” and make it unfruitful? 

What role does the church have in affirming conversions 
and warning of false conversions? 

4.  The Word of God and the Fruitful Heart 
(Mark 4:8-9,20) 

Read Mark 4:8-9,20. Share this parable’s encouragement that there is “soil” 
that will produce a harvest. Just as the sower did nothing different as he 
sowed on the good soil, we are called to spread the seed (the word) liberally, 
not choose the preferred soil. Briefly comment on the Spirit’s work in the 
variance in the amount of fruit produced by the seed sown (leader pp. 15-16; 
PSG pp. 15-16). 

What takeaways do you have from Jesus’ parable of the 
sower and the soils and its explanation? 

In a culture where the kingdom does not seem to be 
growing, how does this parable encourage you? 

Conclusion
End with these three truths we can glean from the parable (leader pp. 16-17; 
PSG p. 17): 
1)  Jesus teaches us that the word is to be cast among all. 
2)  Many who hear of God’s kingdom ultimately will reject it. 
3)  There will be a minority who will receive the word and will produce 

a miraculous harvest of grace-filled, kingdom-affirming works. 
Apply the truths of this session with “His Mission, Your Mission” (PSG p. 18). 

Point 3 Option
Lead a time of self-
reflection and personal 
prayer guided by the 
“Voices from Church 
History” quote from Charles 
Spurgeon (leader p. 14; 
PSG p. 14). Ask for the 
Holy Spirit’s conviction 
and strength to move 
group members to an 
“all-consuming zeal” for the 
glory of God in the mission 
of living for and making 
known the greatness of 
His Son—Jesus.

 For Further 
Discussion
How should we respond 
emotionally, verbally, and 
with our actions to those 
with hardened hearts? 
Shallow hearts? Distracted 
hearts? Fruitful hearts?

Christ Connection: Jesus is 
the Sower who scattered 
the seed (God’s Word) 
through His ministry on 
earth. Today, He continues 
to proclaim the gospel 
through His disciples, and 
the gospel continues to 
bear fruit among those who 
receive the message.

.........................................................

Missional Application: God 
calls us to sow the seed 
of His Word with reckless 
abandon, trusting that the 
Lord of the harvest will 
bring fruit from the gospel. 
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Introduction
I’m a notorious storyteller. Spend any amount of time with me, and 

you’ll find I have a story for almost any point I want to make. That’s what 
makes me a decent preacher and a cliché dad. My three girls constantly 
hear the same stories over and over, and that makes for much eye-rolling 
around the Stetzer house! They can tell some of my stories, and they often 
finish them when I start telling them. 

In a similar way, we notice that the Gospel writers often told the same 
things they heard from (or about) Jesus. Unlike me, Jesus had many more 
than 12 stories. John 21:25 tells us “there are also many other things that 
Jesus did (and presumably taught), which, if they were written one by one, 
I suppose not even the world itself could contain the books that would 
be written.” 

How should we view the stories, miracles, and parables of 
Jesus recorded in the Gospels, knowing that Jesus said and 
did so much more than what we have recorded?

One of Jesus’ most famous parables—the parable of the sower and 
the soils—was recorded in detail in Matthew, Mark, and Luke, which 
are called the Synoptic Gospels because they tell the story of Jesus from 
a similar perspective with similar content. This story communicates how 
God spreads His message and ultimately how we must accept or reject His 
good news.

Session Summary
In this session, we will discuss Jesus’ teaching to His disciples about 

how God’s kingdom actually comes. Jesus’ message is spread liberally, like 
the casting of seed by a sower, but people’s responses are not determined 
by the content of the message but by the condition of their hearts. Jesus’ 
parable of the sower and the soils helps us understand why, as we share the 
gospel, some people respond in faith and others do not. 

 Voices from 
the Church
“The kingdom of God, 
through the preaching of 
the gospel, will break into 
this world like seed being 
sown by a farmer. It will fall 
in various places, receive 
various responses, but 
eventually experience a 
tremendous harvest.” 1 

–Daniel Akin

The Sower 
and the Soils

Expanded Session Content

Session 1
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1.  The Word of God and the Hardened Heart 
(Mark 4:1-4,14-15)

1 Again he began to teach by 
the sea, and a very large crowd 
gathered around him. So he got 
into a boat on the sea and sat 
down, while the whole crowd 
was by the sea on the shore. 
2 He taught them many things 
in parables, and in his teaching 
he said to them: 3 “Listen! 
Consider the sower who went 
out to sow. 4 As he sowed, some 
seed fell along the path, and the 
birds came and devoured it.

………………………
14 The sower sows the word. 15 Some are like the word sown on the path. 
When they hear, immediately Satan comes and takes away the word sown 
in them.

Mark gave the setting of this parable by telling us that Jesus was 
teaching “by the sea.” The crowd that gathered around Him to listen 
became so large that He got into a boat so that the crowd could better 
hear Him. 

At this point, we need to remember a distinction, in all the Gospel 
writers, between “disciples” and “the crowd.” Mark was clear to tell his 
readers that while Jesus’ disciples were present (see Mark 4:10-13, where 
Jesus addressed them privately, away from the crowd), the primary 
audience for this parable was the crowd who had come to listen to Jesus 
and to learn from His teachings. 

On this occasion, Jesus taught the crowd many things in parables. 
One of these parables was about a sower sowing seed, a parable that 
depicted the crowd before Him, which was composed of diverse people. 

He began by telling the crowd emphatically to listen, to pay attention. 
Then He told them to imagine a farmer going out to sow his seed. 
According to Jesus’ explanation of the parable, beginning in verse 14, the 
seed being sown is “the word.” Jesus Himself had already been casting 
this word, and His message was that “the kingdom of God has come 
near” (1:14-15). Yet here Jesus spoke in parables to the crowd so that only 
those with “eyes” could “see” and only those with “ears” could “hear” 
(see 4:11-12). In other words, only those with receptive hearts would 
understand and follow Him into the kingdom. 

 Further 
Commentary
“The parable speaks of a 
sower who scatters seed 
on the ground. Some seed 
falls on pathways, some on 
rocky ground, some among 
thorns, and some on 
good soil. This typifies the 
austere [severe] farming 
conditions prevalent in the 
rocky terrain and scrub 
vegetation of Galilee. 
Farming in Judea was 
a hardscrabble affair 
(Jer. 4:3; Jas. 1:11), and the 
farmer sows unsparingly. 
Farming instructions in 
the Mishnah decreed that 
farming should be orderly, 
methodical, and with 
special care given not to 
mix seeds (m. Kil. 2:3ff.). 
But the sowing in Jesus’ 
parable is far from orderly 
and methodical; it is 
profligate, almost wasteful. 
The indiscriminate sowing 
of seed has often been 
explained as a result of 
plowing after sowing in 
first-century Judea. This is 
an attractive hypothesis, 
for it would help explain 
why seed is sown in 
unpromising places. Taken 
as a whole, however, 
the evidence suggests 
that ancient farmers, as 
today, plowed prior to 
sowing—although there 
is at least some evidence 
that they not infrequently 
plowed afterward as well 
to provide a protective 
layer of soil for the seed. 
So intent is the farmer on 
a harvest that he sows in 
every corner of the field ‘in 
hopes that good soil might 
somewhere be found,’ 
said Justin Martyr in his 
retelling of the parable 
over a century later (Dial. 
Trypho 125.1-2). Even so, 
rocks, thorns, and adverse 
elements render three-
quarters of the labor lost.” 2  

–James R. Edwards
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What are some characteristics of a heart receptive to see 
and hear the good news of the gospel?

What are some things that can get in the way of a heart 
understanding the good news of the gospel?

As the parable goes, the sower casts liberally, even tossing his seed 
“along the path.” Judean farmland in the 1st century differed from 
21st-century American farmland. It was not distinct from the road, and 
people walked directly over the fields. There could be many “paths”—
dirt hardened by the weight of travelers—in a plot of land. The soil was 
too hard for the seed to take root, so the seed was snatched up by hungry 
birds. We learn from verse 15 that the birds represent Satan, who quickly 
snatches away the word from some who hear it. 

One wonders why God allows seed to be sown on “hard ground” and 
who might the “hard ground” be. Likely it represents those in the world 
who refuse to acknowledge God’s existence. They live for themselves, 
chasing after their own pleasures or simply too busy to think about the 
supernatural. They have no interest in God because they have filled their 
hearts with other pleasures. 

In explaining the parallel passage in Matthew 13, commentators 
W. D. Davies and Dale C. Allison said: 

 Although the word of the kingdom is preached to all, all do not 
respond in the same way. Some believe, some do not. The reason? 
Opportunity does not guarantee response, proclamation does not 
abolish sin…For Matthew, Israel’s failure, the root of her trouble, does 
not lie with God. It lies rather with people who are free to harden 
their hearts.” 3 

Jesus’ story is meant to tell us about the different responses people 
will have to the gospel, yet we are not to let our perception of the “soil” 
dictate where we scatter the seed. As we share about God’s kingdom in 
Christ, we sow the word even in places where it may never take root, but 
only in this manner can we fulfill our obligation to share the good news 
with others.

Why should we freely share the gospel with people 
regardless of our perception of them? 

99  Essential 
Christian Doctrines
2. Special Revelation

Special revelation refers 
to God revealing Himself 
to humanity through 
historical events, His Word, 
and through Jesus Christ. 
Through special revelation, 
human beings learn 
about God’s character, 
His will, His purpose for 
creation, and His plan 
of redemption. Special 
revelation shows us the 
nature and character of 
God, and because God 
has revealed Himself in 
this way, we can know 
Him—through a saving 
relationship with Him in 
the person and work of 
Jesus Christ.

 Further 
Commentary
“The parable provides a 
mini-peek at agriculture in 
Israel. Jesus referred to four 
‘soil’ conditions: (1) rocky 
walking paths along the 
edges of a field; (2) areas of 
shallow soil where growing 
plants broke the surface 
too quickly and outgrew 
their moisture resources; 
(3) thorn-infested soil 
where tender plants could 
not compete; and (4) deep, 
rich, productive soil. 
Jesus also referred to four 
developmental stages in 
plant life: (1) germination, 
(2) root development, 
(3) maturation, and 
(4) productivity. All four 
stages are necessary in 
plant life. Only one soil 
could provide adequately 
for all four stages. 
Similarly, only one type 
of spiritual soil yields the 
productivity God desires in 
His followers.” 4 

–Mark R. Dunn, 
Biblical Illustrator
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2.  The Word of God and the Shallow Heart 
(Mark 4:5-6,16-17)
Jesus spoke next of rocky ground, where the soil is shallow and unable 

to sustain a sufficient root structure:

5 Other seed fell on rocky ground where it didn’t have much soil, and it 
grew up quickly, since the soil wasn’t deep. 6 When the sun came up, it was 
scorched, and since it had no root, it withered away.
………………………
16 And others are like seed sown on rocky ground. When they hear the 
word, immediately they receive it with joy. 17 But they have no root; they 
are short-lived. When distress or persecution comes because of the word, 
they immediately fall away. 

The people Jesus identifies here are initially receptive to God’s 
kingdom. They may make a profession of faith in Christ and even be 
baptized. But soon the joy of “conversion” is replaced by the adversity of 
life, and the result is a renounced “conversion.” Why? Jesus said it is 
because the roots cannot grow deep—there is insufficient soil for effective 
faith and discipleship. 

As we share the gospel with our friends, family, and strangers, these 
kinds of quick conversions should be cultivated carefully. How can we 
guard against such spurious conversions? Discipleship is a key factor. New 
converts must be established in our common faith. But Jesus’ point here is 
that despite our best efforts, some soil is simply too thin, some hearts too 
shallow, for a firm rooting of the gospel message. 

We must be careful how we gauge regeneration and measure 
professions of faith. Immediate fruit is not the same as consistent, lasting 
fruit. We cannot tolerate the idea that a person’s profession of faith is proof 
of their salvation. Churches and leaders must investigate proof of new life 
and not simply take a person’s word for it. To grant, for instance, church 
membership to someone with a “shallow heart” is to be deceived about 
the meaning of salvation and the requirements for church membership 
and to potentially give a person false assurance. It is sobering to think that 
there are people listed on churches membership roles but not listed in the 
Lamb’s book of life (Rev. 21:27). 

What are some characteristics of a true conversion? 

 Further 
Commentary
“The sower is not careless 
when he scatters the seed 
on the path or among the 
thorns or on ground which 
has no depth of soil. He 
does so intentionally, for 
the path on which the 
villagers have trodden over 
the stubble and the thorns 
which lie withered among 
the fallow ground will be 
plowed up to receive the 
seed. The seed that fell 
upon the rocky ground was 
scattered intentionally 
also, for the underlying 
limestone thinly covered 
with topsoil does not show 
above the surface until the 
plowing exposes it.” 5 

–William L. Lane
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3.  The Word of God and the Distracted Heart 
(Mark 4:7,18-19)

7 Other seed fell among thorns, and the thorns came up and choked it, and 
it didn’t produce fruit.
………………………
18 Others are like seed sown among thorns; these are the ones who hear 
the word, 19 but the worries of this age, the deceitfulness of wealth, 
and the desires for other things enter in and choke the word, and it 
becomes unfruitful. 

This soil is different than the other two in a specific way. While the 
hard soil and the rocky soil have no depth for roots, the thorny soil is deep 
enough to sustain growth—otherwise the thorns would not be thriving. 
A crop could be produced by this soil, but the weeds overtake the 
maturing seed and choke it out. 

Those pictured by this soil are dangerous to the church because they 
believe they have repented and will be counted among the sheep when, in 
fact, they are actually goats (cf. Matt. 25:31-46). Their love of other things 
causes them to be unfruitful for God’s kingdom. They are the barren fig 
tree that Jesus curses for bearing no fruit (cf. Mark 11:12-14). 

Unlike the first two soils, this soil seems to want the seed to take 
root. The seed is not stolen by birds and it has the ability to take root 
and sustain healthy growth in this ground. But faithfulness to the call to 
pick up our cross and carry it is nowhere to be found in this type of soil. 
Instead, there is a love for worldly distractions. As John Wesley once 
said: “A deep and important truth! The desire of any thing, otherwise 
than as it leads to happiness in God, directly tends to barrenness 
of soul.” 6  

The weeds of life choke the life out of this seed. It does not produce 
a crop because it succumbs to outside forces. Life choices take precedence 
over Jesus. These chase worldly dreams or fall prey to needless worries. 

Dreams and concerns, in and of themselves, are not sinful. As John 
Chrysostom said: 

 Let us not then blame the things, but the corrupt mind. For it is 
possible to be rich and not to be deceived; and to be in this world, and 
not to be choked with its cares. For indeed riches have two contrary 
disadvantages: one, care, wearing us out, and bringing a darkness over 
us; the other, luxury, making us [weak]. 7  

 Further 
Commentary
“There is another question 
to ask: are people really 
themselves to blame for 
the state of their own 
hearts? This is often denied 
today. But have they 
themselves, by multiple 
prior choices, determined 
whether their hearts are 
by now hard, or shallow, 
or overcrowded with 
cares and pleasures, or, 
instead, are ‘good soil’? 
This problem Scripture 
does not answer: the sole 
point made in the parable 
is that our hearts do in 
fact vary like this, and that 
this variation governs our 
response to the preached 
word. Although we are not 
specifically told to copy the 
seed sown on good soil, this 
is the obvious lesson, just 
as verse 9 is an invocation 
to us to hear.” 8 

–R. Alan Cole

 Voices from 
Church History
“I would put it to you, my 
dear hearer, have you been 
fruitful? Have you been 
fruitful with your wealth? 
Have you been fruitful with 
your talent? Have you been 
fruitful with your time? 
What are you doing for 
Jesus now? Salvation is not 
by doings, you are saved 
by grace, but if you are 
so saved, prove it by your 
devoted life. Consecrate 
yourself anew this day 
wholly to your Master’s 
service. You are not your 
own, but bought with a 
price, and if you would not 
be like these thorn-choked 
seeds, live while you live, 
with all-consuming zeal.” 9  

–Charles Spurgeon  
(1834-1892)
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Those who let the cares and worries of this world choke out their love 
for Jesus resemble this soil. It is possible to believe that you are “saved” 
but not be producing fruit. Jesus is clear elsewhere that fruitless trees 
will be chopped down and barren plants will be burned up (Matt. 7:19; 
John 15:6). Just as we reject as saved those who have no seed or whose 
seed does not take root, we must reject the salvation of those who produce 
no fruit. 

This is a wakeup call to those who occupy a pew seat on a weekly 
basis but have nothing to show for it. The Holy Spirit works in the lives of 
those who have been regenerated by Him. If there is no fruit, there is no 
regeneration. If there is no regeneration, there is no Spirit. If there is no 
Spirit, then there is no salvation. 

What are some worries and desires of this world that can 
“choke the word” and make it unfruitful? 

What role does the church have in affirming conversions 
and warning of false conversions? 

4.  The Word of God and the Fruitful Heart 
(Mark 4:8-9,20) 

8 Still other seed fell on good ground and it grew up, producing fruit that 
increased thirty, sixty, and a hundred times.” 9 Then he said, “Let anyone 
who has ears to hear listen.”
………………………
20 And those like seed sown on good ground hear the word, welcome it, and 
produce fruit thirty, sixty, and a hundred times what was sown.”

Even the most evangelistic Christian becomes disheartened 
sometimes. Sharing the gospel over and over while seeing no results can 
lead one to doubts. Am I doing something wrong? Does my presentation need 
tweaking? Will everyone in our day reject the gospel? Jesus concludes the 
parable by answering these questions with a resounding no! The farmer 
that sowed seed on the bad soil—hardened, shallow, and thorny—received 
no harvestable crop, but the same farmer sowed the same seed on good soil 
and produced an amazing harvest. 

Don’t be discouraged in your sowing. In fact, be encouraged that 
there is soil that will produce a harvest. The parable doesn’t say that the 
farmer did anything different as he sowed on the good soil. The crop was 
produced not because the farmer changed his seed scattering strategy but 
because the seed landed on soil that was receptive. Simply put, we are 
called to spread the seed (the word) liberally, not choose the preferred soil. 

 Further 
Commentary
“The parable represents 
the historical inbreaking of 
God’s kingdom in Jesus, the 
sower of the gospel. The 
astounding harvest in v. 8 
is an important clue that 
the growth is not owing 
to human activity but to 
God’s providential power. 
God is at work—hidden and 
unobserved—in Jesus and 
the gospel to produce a yield 
wholly disproportionate to 
human prospects and merit. 
The sower’s earnest and 
profligate sowing, which at 
first looked mistaken and 
futile, is vindicated by a 
bumper crop. Throughout 
the Gospel Jesus teaches, 
preaches, and proclaims 
(2:2; 4:33; 8:32; 9:10; 
10:22,24; 11:29; 13:31; 14:39) 
as tirelessly as the sower 
sows. The farmer’s ‘going 
out’ to sow seed (4:2) is 
the same word in Greek 
(exēlthen) with which Jesus 
declares his purpose in 
1:38. Despite resistance 
and rejection, there is an 
irrepressible empowerment 
behind the work of Jesus, 
as momentous as the 
generative agency of 
the seed that ‘grows, 
produces, and multiplies.’ 
Let not hearers suppose 
the opposition of scribes, 
Pharisees, crowds, and 
even his own associates, as 
adversarial as the hardpan, 
rocks, and thorns of Galilee, 
will be the last word. Despite 
discouraging odds, the 
harvest in Jesus’ ministry will 
be beyond compare. The 
framing of the parable of the 
sower in vv. 3 and 9 by the 
Greek word akouō indicates 
that only one thing remains 
for disciples to do: to hear! 
Discipleship is not what we 
can make of ourselves, but 
allowing both the Sower 
and the seed to produce a 
harvest of which we alone 
are incapable.” 10 

–James R. Edwards
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There is a twist in the story, however. As one commentator notes: 

 Only one element in the parable is unusual, the super-abundant 
harvest in verse 8. Because of the primitive agricultural methods, an 
average harvest in ancient Palestine was probably no more than seven 
or eight times the amount of seed sown, and a good harvest probably 
was about ten. 11 

The surprise of the parable, then, is that a kingdom rejected by so 
many “soils” is astonishingly plentiful in its harvest with those in whom it 
takes root. 

There is a variance in the amount of fruit produced by the crop. With 
some it is 30 times, with some it is 60 times, and with others it is 
100 times. But there should be no jealousy in this among believers. God 
gifts each of us differently. That is the point of Paul’s body metaphor in 
1 Corinthians 12:12-31. The Spirit works in believers in different ways; 
some have more gifts, some have less. But we all produce fruit as 
new creations changed by and indwelt with the same Spirit. 

What takeaways do you have from Jesus’ parable of the 
sower and the soils and its explanation? 

In a culture where the kingdom does not seem to be 
growing, how does this parable encourage you? 

Conclusion
The parable of the sower and the soils is a helpful reminder of 

three truths. 

First, Jesus teaches us that the word is to be cast among all. 
The sower did not evaluate the ground before he cast his seed. In the 

same way, we have a duty to proclaim to all people the good news of Jesus’ 
death and resurrection and its effect on our sin and rebellion. The sower 
tossed his seed liberally as he went, and so should we. 

As Charles Spurgeon said: 

 It is fair to infer that [the sower] did no more and no less than his 
duty, and that the minister of Christ is to scatter the seed of the 
Gospel broadcast among all mankind. It is God’s work to direct the 
saving Word into the chosen hearts which He has prepared to receive 
it. But as for us, we are to preach the Gospel to every creature—and 
going out into the streets and lanes of the city—as many as we find we 
are to bid to the supper. 12  

 Voices from 
Church History
“The sower goeth forth and 
casteth it into the ground, 
and when the seeds are 
cast into the ground, they 
that fell into the ground dry 
and naked are dissolved; 
then after their dissolution, 
the mighty power of the 
providence of the Lord 
raiseth them up, and from 
one seed many grow up 
and bring forth fruits.” 13 

–Clement of Rome 
(circa 30-100)

 Voices from 
the Church
“The seed of God’s Word 
does not bounce off the 
surface of this heart. It 
does not momentarily 
flourish only to shrivel 
under adversity. It is not 
divided by its competing 
desires and strangled. It is 
a heart that allows God’s 
Word to take deep root 
in it. It produces first a 
harvest of character: ‘But 
the fruit of the Spirit is 
love, joy, peace, patience, 
kindness, goodness, 
faithfulness, gentleness 
and self-control. Against 
such things there is no 
law’ (Gal. 5:22-23). Then 
it produces a harvest of 
good works (Eph. 2:10).” 14 

–R. Kent Hughes
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Second, many who hear of God’s kingdom ultimately will reject it. 
While we should feel a burden for those who reject the gospel, there 

is no reason to feel guilty for their choices. The Scriptures are replete 
with references that God’s kingdom isn’t the majority (with language like 
“remnant” [Jer. 50:20; Rom. 11:5] and “narrow gate” [Matt. 7:13-14]). 

As New Testament scholar Jonathan Pennington notes: 

 What we may not realize is that this parable is not primarily an 
exhortation to be fruit-bearing ourselves but is rather an explanation 
of the mixed reception to Jesus’ kingdom message…This parable is 
primarily descriptive of what happens when the Gospel seed is sown, 
by Jesus himself and, by extension, by his disciples as well. 15 

 Third, there will be a minority who will receive the word and 
will produce a miraculous harvest of grace-filled, kingdom-
affirming works. 
This should be satisfying to our souls. We can rest confidently that 

our efforts at sharing the truth about Christ will have an effect on some 
people. We can rejoice that God’s kingdom is spreading and reproducing 
in miraculous ways despite the number of times it is rejected by 
human beings.

CHRIST CONNECTION: Jesus is the Sower who scattered the 
seed (God’s Word) through His ministry on earth. Today, He 
continues to proclaim the gospel through His disciples, and 
the gospel continues to bear fruit among those who receive 
the message.

 Voices from 
Church History
“Work diligently the soil 
while you may. Break 
up your fallow with the 
plough. Cast away the 
stones from your field, 
and dig out the thorns. Be 
unwilling to have a ‘hard 
heart,’ such as makes the 
Word of God of no effect. 
Be unwilling to have a ‘thin 
layer of soil,’ in which the 
root of divine love can find 
no depth in which to enter. 
Be unwilling to ‘choke the 
good seed’ by the cares 
and the lusts of this life, 
when it is being scattered 
for your good. When God is 
the sower and we are the 
ground, we are called to 
work to be good ground.” 16 

–Augustine (354-430)
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Get expert insights on weekly studies through Ministry 
Grid at MinistryGrid.com/web/TheGospelProject. 
Grow with other group leaders at the Group Ministry 
blog at LifeWay.com/GroupMinistry.

Study Material

 - “Do You Have Ears That Hear?”—Pages 86-90 from Christ-Centered 
Exposition: Exalting Jesus in Mark by Daniel L. Akin

 - “10 Tips for Understanding and Interpreting Jesus’ Parables”—
Blog post by Kevin Halloran; find a link to this blog post at 
GospelProject.com/AdditionalResources 

 - Previous Biblical Illustrator articles, including “Agriculture and Farming in 
Ancient Israel,” can be purchased, along with other articles for this quarter, 
at LifeWay.com/BiblicalIllustrator. Look for Bundles: The Gospel Project.
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The Sower and the Soils

Tip of the Week
Learning Styles 

Each of us has at least one primary learning style. It is the method we tend 
to use when gathering new information or learning a new skill. We use our 
learning style at work, school, and in other settings. As a teacher, it is wise 
to recognize and even accommodate the variety of learning styles.
•  Visual (Sight): You enjoy watching someone do something, or you can 

learn by looking closely at the desired result or outcome (like the photo of 
a desk you want to build).

•  Auditory (Hearing): You like to have someone describe the information 
or tell you the steps to take.

•  Kinesthetic (Touch): You need to get your hands on it and tinker around 
with it in order to understand how it works.

•  Experiential (Feel): You want to experience it firsthand, feeling the 
emotions as well as observing the details. (You’d rather spend the night in 
a homeless shelter than watch a documentary on how one works.) 17

Sermon Podcast

Richard Chin: “Listening to the King” 

Find a link to this at GospelProject.com/AdditionalResources

Additional Resources
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GOAL
Over the course of three years, participants will journey from Genesis to Revelation and discover how 
God’s plan of redemption unfolds throughout Scripture and still today, compelling them to join the 
mission of God.

PLAN OVERVIEW
Fall 2015 The Story Begins God the Creator (Genesis 1–11)

  God the Covenant-Maker (Genesis 12–50)

Winter 2015-16 God Delivers God the Redeemer (Exodus)

  God the Lawgiver (Exodus, Leviticus, Deuteronomy)

Spring 2016 The Promised Land God the Savior (Numbers, Joshua)

  God the Judge (Judges, Ruth, 1 Samuel)

Summer 2016 A Kingdom Established God the King (1–2 Samuel)

  God All Wise (1 Kings, Job, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes)

Fall 2016 Prophets and Kings God the Revealer (1–2 Kings, Isaiah)

  God the Pursuer (Prophets, 2 Chronicles)

Winter 2016-17 Exile and Return God the Sustainer (Daniel, Ezra)

  God the Provider (Esther, Nehemiah, Malachi)

Spring 2017 The Rescue Begins God the Son (Gospels)

  God Among Us (Gospels)

Summer 2017 Stories and Signs Jesus the Storyteller (Synoptic Gospels)

  Jesus the Miracle-Worker (Gospels)

 Coming Next Quarter

Fall 2017 Jesus Saves Jesus the Savior (Gospels)

  Jesus the Risen King (Gospels, Acts)

Winter 2017-18 The Church on Mission The Spirit Who Empowers (Acts)

  The God Who Sends (Acts)

Spring 2018 Letters to God’s People The God Who Directs His People (Epistles)

  The God Who Changes Us (Epistles)

Summer 2018 Come, Lord Jesus God’s Prisoner (Acts, Epistles)

  The God Who Makes All Things New (Epistles, Revelation)

Scope and Sequence



Research indicates that visual aids help people 
remember information. (They also make a speaker 
seem more prepared, credible, and interesting.)  
The Gospel Project® Leader Pack includes the tools 
you need to maximize your Bible studies, such as: 
    •  Charts, maps, and other visual aids to help  

bring your study to life
    •  A  DVD containing:
 -  Customizable Leader Guide  

commentary and session plans
 -  Leader tips videos for each session  

featuring Managing Editor Trevin Wax
 - Memory verse handouts
 -  PDFs of the visual aids (so you can  

show them on a tablet or PowerPoint®)
 - And more

Available in print and digital formats. 
Order today at lifeway.com/tgppack 
or by calling 800.458.2772.

72782_TGP-leaader pack ad SUM17.indd   1 11/23/16   4:34 PM



CHECK OUT THESE ADDITIONAL STUDY OPTIONS FOR ANY OTHER TIME YOU NEED A BIBLE STUDY.
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The Dark Side
by Jeremiah Johnston

Second Nature: 
Choosing Christ-Centered Living 
in a Self-Centered World
by Michael Kelley

BibleStudiesForLife.com

Scripture:  
Exodus; Leviticus

General Editor: Steve Gaines

LifeWay.com/ExploreTheBible

Create your own Bible studies 
in minutes. Choose from 1,200+ 
text-based and video-enhanced 
studies on more than 400 topics 
from all 66 books of the Bible. 
Visit the website for a free trial.

SmallGroup.com

 Web: GospelProject.com     Twitter: @Gospel_Project      Facebook: TheGospelProject

Want to use The Gospel Project with other age groups? 
Preview The Gospel Project for Kids and Students at GospelProject.com.

And now you can choose the Bible translation that appears in your study.
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New Studies for Fall 2017
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