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NOTES ON CHAPTER 4  
 
Raymond E. Brown, Introduction to the New Testament Notes 
Chapter 4 (4:1-34) is a collection of parables and parabolic sayings pertinent to the Kingdom of God, 
most of them dealing with the growth of the seed. The setting for these parables is a boat where Jesus is 
preaching and the material appears to have been taken from the villages and farms of the Nazareth hill 
country of his youth. 
 
In the present Marcan narrative sequence the three seed parables serve as a commentary on what is 
happening in Jesus’ proclamation of the kingdom. 

• Parable of the Sower: the emphasis is on the different types of soil for the seed. The 
interpretation may be from Mark, even if it is not derived from Jesus may be close to the original 
idea: only some have accepted the proclamation of the kingdom, and even among them there are 
failures. 

• Yet the seed has its own power and will ripen in its own time. 
• Parable of the mustard seed: small beginning and a large growth. 

The intent of the parables of the seeds is to allow the audience to understand the failures and 
disappointments in their own experiences of Christianity and as a sign of hope that ultimately there will be 
explosive growth and an abundant harvest. 
 
Parabolic sayings about the purpose of the parables: 
4:11-12 Jesus says the parables are given to those outside so they may not see, understand or be 
converted, (This implies that what happens reflects God’s purpose. Example Exodus 7:3) Mark is 
describing the negative result of Jesus teaching among his own people, the majority of whom do not 
understand are not converted. 
 
Like the symbolic visions in Daniel, the parables constitute a “mystery” the interpretation of which is given 
by God only to the select. 
 

Daniel 2:22 He reveals deep and hidden things; 
    he knows what is in the darkness, 
    and light dwells with him. 
 
Daniel 2:27-8 27 Daniel answered the king, “No wise men, enchanters, magicians, or diviners can 
show to the king the mystery that the king is asking, 28 but there is a God in heaven who reveals 
mysteries, and he has disclosed to King Nebuchadnezzar what will happen at the end of days. 
Your dream and the visions of your head as you lay in bed were these: 

 
Others do not understand and the mystery becomes a source of destruction. 

 
Isaiah 6:8-10 8 Then I heard the voice of the Lord saying, “Whom shall I send, and who will go for 
us?” And I said, “Here am I; send me!” 9 And he said, “Go and say to this people: 
 
‘Keep listening, but do not comprehend; 
keep looking, but do not understand.’ 
10 Make the mind of this people dull, 
    and stop their ears, 
    and shut their eyes, 
so that they may not look with their eyes, 
    and listen with their ears, 
and comprehend with their minds, 
    and turn and be healed.” 
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Isaiah 6-8-10 foresaw the prophets failure to convert Judah. This passage is widely used in the early 
Church and the NT to explain the failure of Jesus’ followers to convince most Jews.  (Rom 11:7-8; Acts 
28:26-27; John 12:37-40) 
 
In a proper sense Jesu’ intent is not to obscure as is made clear in the story of the lamp and the hidden 
things (4:21-23). And by the summary 4:33-34 that has Jesus speaking the word to them in public in 
parables “as they were able to understand it.” 
 
4:35-41 The miracle of calming the sea. 
Scholars divide over how to interpret the calming of the sea. It reminds us of how different the 1st Century 
CE worldview was from our own. 
 
Many scholars doubt the historicity of the story. Some accept the healing stories but reject the miracles 
involving nature. In the Hebrew Bible God manifests power over all creation. Dangerous storms are 
associated with evil, just a sickness and possession are. 
 
Jesus rebukes the wind (4:39) just as he had the demons. (1:25) 
 

1:25 But Jesus rebuked him, saying, “Be silent, and come out of him!” 
 
4:39 He woke up and rebuked the wind, and said to the sea, “Peace! Be still!” Then the wind 
ceased, and there was a dead calm. 

 
The victory over the storm is seen as the action of the stronger one (3:27) whom even the wind and a 
storm obey. 
 
Harper Collins Study Bible, NRSV Version Notes 
4:3, 9, and 12 Listen is a standard prophetic call to the people. 

Deut 6:4 Hear, O Israel: The Lord is our God, the Lord alone.[a] 
Footnotes 
Deuteronomy 6:4 Or The Lord our God is one Lord, or The Lord our God, the Lord is one, or The 
Lord is our God, the Lord is one 
 
Judges 9:7 7 When it was told to Jotham, he went and stood on the top of Mount Gerizim, and 
cried aloud and said to them, “Listen to me, you lords of Shechem, so that God may listen to you. 
 
Isaiah 28:23 Listen, and hear my voice; 
    Pay attention, and hear my speech. 
 
Ezekiel 20:47 say to the forest of the Negeb, Hear the word of the Lord: Thus says the Lord God, 
I will kindle a fire in you, and it shall devour every green tree in you and every dry tree; the blazing 
flame shall not be quenched, and all faces from south to north shall be scorched by it. 

 
4:4-8 the metaphors of sowing, planting, and growing from seed occur in Jewish and Christian 
apocalyptic texts: 
 

2 Esd 4:26-32 26 He answered me and said, “If you are alive, you will see, and if you live long,[a] 
you will often marvel, because the age is hurrying swiftly to its end. 27 It will not be able to bring 
the things that have been promised to the righteous in their appointed times, because this age is 
full of sadness and infirmities. 28 For the evil about which[b] you ask me has been sown, but the 
harvest of it has not yet come. 29 If therefore that which has been sown is not reaped, and if the 
place where the evil has been sown does not pass away, the field where the good has been sown 
will not come. 30 For a grain of evil seed was sown in Adam’s heart from the beginning, and how 
much ungodliness it has produced until now—and will produce until the time of threshing comes! 
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31 Consider now for yourself how much fruit of ungodliness a grain of evil seed has produced. 32 
When heads of grain without number are sown, how great a threshing floor they will fill!” 

Footnotes 
2 Esdras 4:26 Syr: Lat live 
2 Esdras 4:28 Syr Ethiop: Meaning of Lat uncertain 

 
1 Cor 3:6-8 6 I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the growth. 7 So neither the one who 
plants nor the one who waters is anything, but only God who gives the growth. 8 The one who 
plants and the one who waters have a common purpose, and each will receive wages according 
to the labor of each. 

 
4:9 “Let anyone with ears to hear listen.” An exhortation common to Jesus. 
 
4:10-12 the purpose of the parables. Private explanation often follows public instruction in Mark. 4:11 the 
secret or mystery of God’s cosmic purposes graciously disclosed to a select few. 
 

Dan 2:18-19, 27-30, 47 
18 and told them to seek mercy from the God of heaven concerning this mystery, so that Daniel 
and his companions with the rest of the wise men of Babylon might not perish. 19 Then the 
mystery was revealed to Daniel in a vision of the night, and Daniel blessed the God of heaven. 
 
Dan 2:27 Daniel answered the king, “No wise men, enchanters, magicians, or diviners can show 
to the king the mystery that the king is asking, 28 but there is a God in heaven who reveals 
mysteries, and he has disclosed to King Nebuchadnezzar what will happen at the end of days. 
Your dream and the visions of your head as you lay in bed were these: 29 To you, O king, as you 
lay in bed, came thoughts of what would be hereafter, and the revealer of mysteries disclosed to 
you what is to be. 30 But as for me, this mystery has not been revealed to me because of any 
wisdom that I have more than any other living being, but in order that the interpretation may be 
known to the king and that you may understand the thoughts of your mind. 
 
Dan 2:47 The king said to Daniel, “Truly, your God is God of gods and Lord of kings and a 
revealer of mysteries, for you have been able to reveal this mystery!” 

 
Rom 11:25 25 So that you may not claim to be wiser than you are, brothers and sisters,[a] I want 
you to understand this mystery: a hardening has come upon part of Israel, until the full number of 
the Gentiles has come in. 
 
1 Cor 2:1 2 When I came to you, brothers and sisters,[a] I did not come proclaiming the 
mystery[b] of God to you in lofty words or wisdom. 

Footnotes 
1 Corinthians 2:1 Gk brothers 

 
1 Cor 2:7 But we speak God’s wisdom, secret and hidden, which God decreed before the ages 
for our glory. 
 
1 Cor 4:1 Think of us in this way, as servants of Christ and stewards of God’s mysteries. 

 
4:13-20 The parable of the sower is probably a later Christian interpretation accentuating missionary 
hardships and the difficulty of discipleship.  
 
4:14 The seed is interpreted as the word, the gospel and various responses to the world. 
 
4:26-29 a parable found only in Mark. 
 
4:33 the word as they were able to hear it. Ambiguous, suggesting that Jesus’ parables were told either to 
relieve of to heighten his listeners comprehension. 
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4:39 like the unclean spirit, the wind is rebuked and silenced. 
 
4:40 The tension between being afraid and having faith reoccurs in Mark. 
 

5:33-34 33 But the woman, knowing what had happened to her, came in fear and trembling, fell 
down before him, and told him the whole truth. 34 He said to her, “Daughter, your faith has made 
you well; go in peace, and be healed of your disease.” 
 
5:36 36 But overhearing[a] what they said, Jesus said to the leader of the synagogue, “Do not 
fear, only believe.” 
Footnotes 
Mark 5:36 Or ignoring; other ancient authorities read hearing 
 
6:50 50 for they all saw him and were terrified. But immediately he spoke to them and said, “Take 
heart, it is I; do not be afraid.” 

 
Edwards, James R., The Pillar New Testament Commentary, The 
Gospel According to Mark, Notes 
Two chapters depart from Mark’s narrative format: Chapter 4 and Chapter 13. Chapter 4 is a series of 
parables5 – and provide an example of Jesus’ teaching. Chapter 13 is a discourse on eschatology – the 
end times. 
 
Parables are Jesus preferred form of public teaching. He did not invent the genre, but in quantity and 
quality, Jesus’ parables are without parallel in the ancient world. In total the NT records 60 of Jesus’ 
parables.  The word parable means something that is placed alongside something else for the purpose of 
clarification. The most common subject of Jesus’ parables ins the Kingdom of God. 
 
Many of Jesus’ parables are confounding, knocking hearers off balance so they must see things in a new 
light. Parables as a rule can only be understood from within. By allowing oneself to be taken into the story 
and hearing who God is and what humans may become. Parables also cannot be understood out of the 
context of the person who tells them. Parables are good news, for the life of Jesus Christ is a parable, 
indeed perhaps the greatest parable. 
 
4:3-9 The Parable of the Sower begins and ends with the summons “to hear”, or “listen”. Similar to the 
Shema, “Hear O Israel, The Lord our God, the Lord is One.” (Deut 6:4). The parable represents the 
historical inbreaking of God’s kingdom in Jesus, the sower of the Gospel, 
 
The “harvest” in Jewish literature is a metaphor for the inbreaking of God (Isa 9:3; Ps 126:6). The growth 
of the harvest is not due 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 disproportionate to human prospects and merit. 
 
4:10-12 Mark inserts Jesus’ rationale for speaking in parables and the insertion is a key to understanding 
the Markan sandwich in 4:1-20. And it is one of the most important sections in the Gospel. And one of the 
most difficult to interpret. 
 
4:11 Mark announced that Jesus brought a new teaching (1:27) and in 4:11 he explains that there are two 
audiences: “to you” and “to those”. Each audience receives a different form of teaching. 
 

4:11 “To you has been given the secret[a] of the kingdom of God, but for those outside, 
everything comes in parables;” 

 
 

5 Merriam Webster: Parable comes to us via Anglo-French from the Late Latin word parabola, which in 
turn comes from Greek parabolē, meaning "comparison."  
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“The secret” is the secret of the kingdom of God, meaning that knowledge of the mystery is a gift from 
God and not from human achievement.  God knows the mystery. The demons and Satan know the 
mystery.  The inner circle is made privy to the secret. The mystery of 4:11 is the point of the parable of the 
sower, that the providence of God is effective in Jesus to produce a fruitful harvest in the world. It is 
revealed to them because they are hearers. Unlike Matthew and Luke who speak of the disciples 
“knowing” the secret, Mark is more guarded. The disciples have been given the mystery, but they do not 
understand it. (6:52; 8:18) 
 
To outsiders everything is said in parables. Parables are a way for Jesus to speak with outsiders who do 
not hear.  The parable of the sower thus recapitulates the insider-outsider motif of 3:20-35. Insiders are 
those for whom, the fellowship and will of Jesus take precedence over everything else (3:14-15, 34-35). 
They “hear, believe and bear fruit” (4:20) which is Mark’s definition of faith. They can hear only by being 
with Jesus, and to them the mystery is revealed. 
 
Insiders and outsiders corresponded to see sown in good and bad soil. Those who hear in faith, even if 
they do not understand, are given the mystery of the kingdom. The different between the lost seed and 
the fruitful seed depends on hearing in faith. 
 
Insider and outsider are not immutable distinctions. Their status is determined by their hearing and 
believing that, as the Sower Jesus brings the fruitful gospel of God (1:14).  
 

4:11-12 11 And he said to them, “To you has been given the secret[a] of the kingdom of God, but 
for those outside, everything comes in parables; 12 in order that 
 
‘they may indeed look, but not perceive, 
    and may indeed listen, but not understand; 
so that they may not turn again and be forgiven.’” 

 
4:11-12 are very controversial verses in Mark. Mark is using the Targum (Aramaic paraphrases of OT 
texts used in synagogue readings) instead of the Greek version or the Hebrew version of the Pentateuch, 
(five books of the Hebrew Bible: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy). It has also 
been suggested that mark either mistranslated the verses or accentuated them. Arguments against are: 

• There is no textual evidence of mistranslation in 4:12; 
• Matthew and Luke’s versions are not free of the mysterious correspondence of the harden hearts 

with God’s will; and, 
• Isa 6:9-10 appears 6 times in the NT always in the context of unbelief and hardened hearts. 

 
There is a sense that 4:11-12 confirms the status of people’s hearts: 

• Insiders who are with Jesus will be given understanding to the mystery 
• Outsiders who are not with Jesus will be confirmed in their disbelief 

 
Mark is unwilling to relax the tension between divine sovereignty and human free will in the 
accomplishment of God’s will. He holds them in juxtaposition. The tension is already evident in Isaiah and 
other Hebrew Bible stories (Pharaoh for example).  
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Mark holds the tension in his view of Judas (14:21) and it is evident that it was experienced by the early 
Christian movement (Acts 28:26-276; John 12:407)  
 
In the inscrutable interplay between the expressed purposes of God and the contrary facts of history, 
Mark and the early church saw more than a tug of war between equal and opposite forces. The sovereign 
God was exercising a teleological8 purpose. The God who gives the “mystery” (4:11) also blinds the eyes 
of the unwilling. 
 
Parables are hidden and mysterious and like Jesus’ own ministry are revealed only to those who can/will 
hear. Jesus presented the kingdom of God is such a way as to create crisis and division, for these are 
necessary requirements for decision and repentance. 
 
4:13 Why is the parable of the Sower the paradigm for all parables? The answer is in the interpretation of 
4:14-20. 
 

4:13-20 13 And he said to them, “Do you not understand this parable? Then how will you 
understand all the parables?  
 
14 The sower sows the word.  
 
15 These are the ones on the path where the word is sown: when they hear, Satan immediately 
comes and takes away the word that is sown in them.  
 
16 And these are the ones sown on rocky ground: when they hear the word, they immediately 
receive it with joy. 17 But they have no root, and endure only for a while; then, when trouble or 
persecution arises on account of the word, immediately they fall away.[b]  
 
18 And others are those sown among the thorns: these are the ones who hear the word, 19 but 
the cares of the world, and the lure of wealth, and the desire for other things come in and choke 
the word, and it yields nothing.  
 
20 And these are the ones sown on the good soil: they hear the word and accept it and bear fruit, 
thirty and sixty and a hundredfold.” 

 
The Parable of the Sower combines two elements that form the core of Mark’s story and are necessary 
for understanding the gospel: Christology and Discipleship. 

• Christology: 4:3-9 explains the meaning of Jesus; and, 
• Discipleship: 4:14-20 explains the meaning of discipleship. 

 
6 Acts 28:26-27 26 ‘Go to this people and say, 
You will indeed listen, but never understand, 
    and you will indeed look, but never perceive. 
27 For this people’s heart has grown dull, 
    and their ears are hard of hearing, 
        and they have shut their eyes; 
        so that they might not look with their eyes, 
    and listen with their ears, 
and understand with their heart and turn— 
    and I would heal them.’ 
7 John 14:20 40 “He has blinded their eyes 
    and hardened their heart, 
so that they might not look with their eyes, 
    and understand with their heart and turn— 
    and I would heal them.” 
8 Merriam-Webster: Teleological: exhibiting or relating to design or purpose especially in nature 
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4:14-19  
4:14 The “seed” is the “word” – the Gospel 
4:15 The “seed” now become the hearers – the potential disciples 
 
The obstacles to hearing: 
4:15 “Satan immediately comes and takes away the word” 
4:17 “trouble and persecution” and “Falling away” 
4:17 “cares of the world, and the lure of wealth, and the desire for other” 
 
It is important to remember that a parable may not have s single meaning, fixed and static, and that any 
change from the word of Jesus himself is of secondary provenance and importance.  
 
A parable presents a certain quantum before hearers that has a potential to address them in various ways 
and at different levels. The dialectic between the spoken word of Jesus and the understanding hearing of 
believers is the revelatory intent of the parable. The telling and interpretation of the Parable of the Sower 
combines in one story Mark’s two central themes: the meaning of Jesus and the meaning of discipleship. 
 
The paramount purpose in the interpretation of 4:14-20 is the stress on hearing. Discipleship hands on 
this term, for everything depends on receptivity. Disciples – insiders – are those who have received the 
mystery of the kingdom (4:11) and hear what Jesus says. Hearing, receiving, and bearing fruit are the 
marks of a disciple of Jesus. 
 
What is the overall meaning of the Markan sandwich 4:1-20? The key to interpretation is the middle part 
4:10-12. The clue to receiving the mystery of the kingdom of God is found in Jesus. Those who are with 
Jesus and do the will of God (3:34-35) are insiders to whom the mystery of the kingdom of God is 
revealed. Those who are not with Jesus are outsiders for whom the parables seal their unbelief. 
 
The Parable of the Sower is like the cloud that separated the Israelites from the Egyptians,  bringing 
“darkness to the one side and light to the other” (Exodus 14:20). That which blindness to the Egyptians 
brought revelation to Israel. The same event could be both a vehicle of lightness and darkness depending 
on one’s stance toward God. The Parable of the Sower holds Christology and Discipleship in symbiotic 
union, just as Mark will again hold them in union in Jesus’ teaching at Caesarea Philippi (8:27-38). Right 
confession of Jesus leads to right discipleship. 
 
Hiddenness that Reveals: A Lamp under a Bushel Basket 

 
4:21-25 21 He said to them, “Is a lamp brought in to be put under the bushel basket, or under the 
bed, and not on the lampstand? 22 For there is nothing hidden, except to be disclosed; nor is 
anything secret, except to come to light. 23 Let anyone with ears to hear listen!” 24 And he said to 
them, “Pay attention to what you hear; the measure you give will be the measure you get, and still 
more will be given you. 25 For to those who have, more will be given; and from those who have 
nothing, even what they have will be taken away.” 

 
The sayings in this section are found scattered in Matthew and Luke. This indicates that Mark collected 
the sayings here to comment on the meaning of parables. 
 
4:21 In the Hebrew Bible a lamp is often a metaphor for God (2 Sam 22:29), or for the Davidic Messiah (2 
Kings 9:19; Psalm 132:17), or the Torah (Psalm 119:105). Marks language makes the lamp an object, a 
person who comes, and has been used for Jesus earlier (1:7; 3:20). The lamp on a lampstand asserts 
that Jesus is not subordinate to anything but supreme over all things, and the light by which people are 
enabled to see. God’s purpose with Jesus is to enlighten and reveal. 
 
4:22 For the present the kingdom of God and Jesus role in it remain largely hidden. The concealment of 
the present hour contains the seeds of what will be revealed. 
 
4:23-24 Jesus is hidden in order to be manifested.  
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The passive voice in such sayings is a Jewish convention of avoiding naming God for fear of profaning 
God’s name. 
 
4:25 Mark applies Jewish wisdom teaching from the Talmud to Jesus and the parables: the degree to 
which one hears the parables, the extent to which one allows the kingdom of God to break in upon 
oneself, will determine the measure of one’s learning and understanding. 
 
Those to whom the mystery of the kingdom of God is given in Jesus will receive even greater capacity to 
enter into it. On the other hand, those who fail to receive the mystery of Jesus will discover that “even 
what he has will be taken from him” (Prov 1:5-6, 9:9). Understanding the kingdom of God is not a human 
ability but a capacity created by Jesus Christ within the heart of the believer. 
 
The Parable of the Growing Seed 
 

4:26-29 26 He also said, “The kingdom of God is as if someone would scatter seed on the 
ground, 27 and would sleep and rise night and day, and the seed would sprout and grow, he does 
not know how. 28 The earth produces of itself, first the stalk, then the head, then the full grain in 
the head. 29 But when the grain is ripe, at once he goes in with his sickle, because the harvest 
has come.” 
 

This parable does not appear in the other gospels. The Growing Seed and the Mustard Seed parables 
are about the kingdom of God. The Growing Seed parable starts as commonplace as possible – 
“someone scatters seed on the ground”. The paradox here is that rather than comparing the kingdom of 
God to something amazing and overwhelming, Jesus compares it to something simple and mundane – 
scattering seeds. The scandal of the Incarnation is such a common and mundane event, God incarnate in 
a human being, Jesus of Nazareth. Effectively Jesus is telling us that God is not high and far away, but 
present with us in our daily world. 
 
The seed is so harmless and unnoteworthy that the farmer may be unaware of its growth.  The human 
activity is waiting in faith, independent of human activity.  
 
The sickle for the harvest often represents the arrival of God’s kingdom (Joel 4:13). God has planted a 
seed through Jesus’ ministry, hidden and imperceptible, but portending harvest and judgement. 
 
The faith that Jesus requires of his disciples is that they seed and rise in humble confidence that God’s 
kingdom is growing in the world around them. 
 
The Parable of the Mustard Seed 
 

4:30-32 30 He also said, “With what can we compare the kingdom of God, or what parable will we 
use for it? 31 It is like a mustard seed, which, when sown upon the ground, is the smallest of all 
the seeds on earth; 32 yet when it is sown it grows up and becomes the greatest of all shrubs, 
and puts forth large branches, so that the birds of the air can make nests in its shade.” 

 
The Parable of the Mustard Seed appears in Matthew, Luke, and the Gospel of Thomas. The difference 
with the Growing Seed is that the focus now lies in contrast rather than growth. The kingdom of God is 
not something human beings bring about – it is something God gives. It rises from obscurity and 
insignificance.  
 
In the Hebrew Bible, birds nesting in branches can allude to the inclusion of Gentiles in God’s chosen 
people (Psalm 104:12; Ezek 17:23, 31:6; Dan 4:9-21). This is a clue to the meaning of the Mustard Seed 
Parable – God’s grace is for all people. It may have been a signal to Mark’s Gentile readers they too are 
included in the kingdom of God. 
 
The Use of Parables 
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4:33-34 33 With many such parables he spoke the word to them, as they were able to hear it; 34 
he did not speak to them except in parables, but he explained everything in private to his 
disciples. 

 
Note the importance of hearing. Parables enlighten and obscure based on one’s ability or lack of ability to 
hear. 
 
Jesus Stills a Storm 
 

4:35-41 35 On that day, when evening had come, he said to them, “Let us go across to the other 
side.” 36 And leaving the crowd behind, they took him with them in the boat, just as he was. Other 
boats were with him. 37 A great windstorm arose, and the waves beat into the boat, so that the 
boat was already being swamped. 38 But he was in the stern, asleep on the cushion; and they 
woke him up and said to him, “Teacher, do you not care that we are perishing?” 39 He woke up 
and rebuked the wind, and said to the sea, “Peace! Be still!” Then the wind ceased, and there 
was a dead calm. 40 He said to them, “Why are you afraid? Have you still no faith?” 41 And they 
were filled with great awe and said to one another, “Who then is this, that even the wind and the 
sea obey him?” 

 
Jesus’ ministry around the Sea of Galilee restarts. The calming of the storm story is Matthew and Luke. 
Mark’s version is replete with eyewitness characteristics and exhibits a sophisticated theological thought 
and reflects the influence of Jonah 1 and Psalm 107:23-32. Mark’s purpose is to interpret historical events 
theologically so as to show Jesus as God incarnate and his significance of discipleship. 
 
4:35-36 Jesus finishes preaching/teaching and the disciples “they took him with them in the boat, just as 
he was”, take him from the boat he was speaking from to another boat to leave. There are other boats 
leaving with them (which means a larger following than just the Twelve are with them). 
 
4:37 The violent windstorm’s description echoes Jonah 1:4 when Jonah is fleeing God. 
 
4:38 Like Jonah who had gone into a deep sleep in the bowels of his ship, Jesus is asleep on a cushion 
(the only reference in the Gospel to Jesus sleeping) at the stern of the boat. Jesus is exhibiting complete 
trust in God in the midst of adversity. The disciples, some of whom are veteran fisherman and seamen, 
awaken him in terror from the ferocity of the storm.  
 
4:38 “Teacher, do you not care that we are perishing?” Mark’s language reflects abrupt way people speak 
when they are afraid and desperate.  
 
4:39 Jesus responds with great humility and tolerance for his disciples, and he “rebuked the wind, and 
said to the sea, “Peace! Be still!” Then the wind ceased, and there was a dead calm.” In this action, Jesus 
shows he has authority and power over nature. It is language similar to Jesus as the Strong Man (1:7; 
3:27) who vanquishes Satan and plunders his home.  
 
Jesus is doing what only God can do.  
 

Psalm 107:23-29 Some went down to the sea in ships, 
    doing business on the mighty waters; 
24 they saw the deeds of the Lord, 
    his wondrous works in the deep. 
25 For he commanded and raised the stormy wind, 
    which lifted up the waves of the sea. 
26 They mounted up to heaven, they went down to the depths; 
    their courage melted away in their calamity; 
27 they reeled and staggered like drunkards, 
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    and were at their wits’ end. 
28 Then they cried to the Lord in their trouble, 
    and he brought them out from their distress; 
29 he made the storm be still, 
    and the waves of the sea were hushed. 

 
Just as God in Psalm 107, Jesus responds to the seamen in their distress and causes the sea to be still. 
Mark is inviting the disciples and the reader to recognize in Jesus the same presence as God. 
 

4:40-41  40 He said to them, “Why are you afraid? Have you still no faith?” 41 And they were 
filled with great awe and said to one another, “Who then is this, that even the wind and the sea 
obey him?” 

 
Mark returns to the subject of discipleship. Jesus has been revealed to his inner circle so they may be 
able to hear, see, and increase in faith. The two elements: Christology and Discipleship are present in the 
story.  
 
The story has been told from the perspective of the disciples, for they: 
4:36 Take Jesus to the boat to cross the sea 
4:38 Wake him from his sleep 
4:40 Are afraid 
4:41 Probing question concludes the story 
 
The narrative focus on the story is faith: 
4:38 The disciples’ panic during the storm and accuse Jesus of forsaking them 
4:40 Jesus responds by asking them: “Why are you afraid? Have you still no faith?” 
This shows that the real threat to faith comes not from lack of knowledge but from doubt and fear. 
 

4:41 And they were filled with great awe and said to one another, “Who then is this, that even the 
wind and the sea obey him?” 

 
The disciples are in awe because they have witnessed the supernatural, gotten a glimpse of Jesus’ true 
identity, authority, and power, and this may terrify them more than the storm. It is shocking to them that 
they are in the presence of God, and this awareness is unsettling and perhaps terrifying.  
 
To ask: “Who then is this,” is to be reminded that the Israelites following God into the desert and watching 
God destroy the Egyptians led the people to fear the Lord and put their trust in him (Exodus 14:31). The 
question for Mark’s readers and the disciples, is this: will our/their fear lead us/them also to “put their trust 
in him?”. 
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Lane, William L., The New International Commentary on the New 
Testament, The Gospel of Mark, Notes 
Chapters 4 and 13 are the two extended sections on Jesus’ teaching in Mark. In Chapter 4, there are 
three parables on growth: the Sower (4:3-8); the Growth of the Seed (4:26-29); and the Mustard Seed 
(4:30-32). The three parables illuminate the nature of the Kingdom of God proclaimed by Jesus. The 
purpose of the Chapter is to present a sample of Jesus teaching style and approach and not to be an 
exhaustive view of all of Jesus’ teachings. 
 
Parables in Mark 
The parables are one of the most characteristic elements in the teaching of Jesus as recorded in the 
Synoptic Gospels. In a parable truth is expressed through concrete pictures rather than in abstractions. 
The term parable is complex in meaning: it serves to designate all expressions which contain a 
comparison, whether direct or indirect. 
 
The special characteristics of a Hebrew Bible parable is that it assumes such an understandable narrative 
form that its proper meaning can be concealed from its hearers (as in the parable of Nathen in 2 Samuel 
12:5f). In Mark, “parable” may designate a brief utterance connected with a comparison or image (7:17 
which clarifies 7:11), a proverbial maxim (3:24-25), or a similitude (4:3-9, 26-29, 30-32). 
 
The term “parable” is so broad and complex that it cannot be limited to anyone type or application. 
 
In Mark, parables are similar in nature. They may be classed generally as similitudes, i.e. expanded 
similes. The parables refer to revelatory truth in the preaching of Jesus conveyed through the vehicle of a 
known relationship in nature or in the daily life of people. The central element is the similarity of situation 
between the vehicle and the tenor of Jesus teaching. 
 
A distinction is made between parable and allegory. Usually a parable stresses one main point while 
allegories introduce several points. A parable can be complex and work like an organic unit – even 
though stressing a single central point may include subordinate features that bear on the understanding 
of the parable as a whole.  
 
“At its simplest the parable is a metaphor or simile drawn from nature or common life, arresting the hearer 
by its vividness or strangeness, and leaving the mind in sufficient doubt about its precise application to 
tease it into active thought.”9 
 
Basic to parabolic utterances is the recognition of the two strata of creation: the natural and the 
redemptive. Through parables Jesus called attention to what had previously been hidden in the 
redemptive order. The realism of his parables arises from the certainty that no mere analogy exists 
between the natural and redemptive order, but an inner affinity, because both strata originate in the 
purpose of God. That is why  the Kingdom of God is intrinsically like the daily natural order and the life of 
people. 
 
4:1-9 The Parable of the Sower 
4:3-9 The parable of the sower is framed at the beginning and end with a solemn call to attentive hearing. 
The intro and ending set the parable of the sower apart for special significance – it is the key for 
understanding the parables to follow, and Jesus’ use of parables for teaching, i.e. understand this specific 
parable is essential to understanding other subsequent parables. 
 
In Palestine farmers sow seeds first and then plow – so the sower spreading seed over a path and into 
weeds would not be unusual for it all will be plowed over as part of the planting process. This detail about 
the plowing following sowing is important to a correct interpretation of the parable; it serves to caution the 
interpreter that less attention is to be given to the different types of soil, and more to the central act of 
sowing. 

 
9 C.H. Dodd, The Parables of the Kingdom pp.16 
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The parable feature that provides a key to understanding is the act of sowing. This element is essential to 
the comparison being developed: the Kingdom of God breaks into the world as seed10 upon the ground. 
In the details about the soils there is a reflection on the diversity of response to the proclamation of the 
Word of God, but this is not the primary consideration. The central point concerns the coming of the 
Kingdom of God. God is in the center of the action. 
 
The climax of the parable is the glorious character of the harvest. The 30X to 60X yield is an unusually 
large harvest. It is clear that the emphasis is not on the enormity of the waste of seed that does not 
produce. The harvest is a common figure for the consummation of the Kingdom of God and in the 
parable, there is a significant reflection on the future eschatological aspect of the Kingdom. It shall be 
glorious in its character. 
 
The coming of the Kingdom of God is thus a call to pay attention to both its present and future aspects. A 
common supposition, shared by JohnBap, Jesus’s disciples and the multitude, was that the Kingdom of 
God meant harvest, judgement, and consummation.  
 
4:10-12 The Fulfillment of the Purpose of God 
Jesus has spoken to the multitude in parables, and now he explains in private to his disciples. 4:11-12 
can be understood if one considers the virulent opposition to Jesus during his ministry. Unbelief and 
opposition to Jesus is quite blatant. (3:6 Jesus’ opponents conspire to secure his destruction, and 3:22 
they declare his power is demonic.) Against this backdrop, Jesus makes a sharp distinction between the 
inner circle, the Twelve, to whom God entrusts the mystery of the Kingdom, and the unbelieving multitude 
and authorities from who the truth is concealed.  
 
The fundamental secret, which is common to all of the parables, concerns the one who spoke them. It is 
the secret that in Jesus the Kingdom of God has begun to penetrate the human experience. In 4:11 Jesus 
is not speaking in the abstract but of the Kingdom as it is embodied in his own person. 
 
4:11-12 distinguishes two classes of people confronted with a single event: “all things” is the whole 
mission of Jesus; the disciples are enabled by God to see in this mission “the secret of the Kingdom of 
God”; while those whose eyes are blinded and whose ears are dulled see nothing but a disturbing 
enigma. The parables are, accordingly, an aspect of the mission of Jesus. Unbelief makes every phase of 
that mission a riddle to many people. 
 
Many commenters wrestle with the idea that Jesus spoke in parables to guard the mystery of the 
Kingdom. In 4:11 Jesus called attention to the contemporary situation of belief and unbelief, of revelation 
and veiledness; in 4:12 he cites the text from Isaiah, not to explain why he speaks in parables, but as a 
commentary on his contemporary situation in which the purpose of God is coming to fulfillment. In both 
verses the sovereignty of divine disclosure and determination is clearly in view. 
 
Isaiah does not mean that people are permanently excluded from belief. They are excluded from further 
instruction on the Kingdom of God as long as their unbelief continues. That the Kingdom of God has 
come in an initial phase in the presence of Jesus can be discerned only through faith, which is to say by 
the grace of God. Jesus’ presence means disclosure and veiling, it releases grace and judgement.  
 
4:13-20 The Interpretation of the Parable of the Sower 
The Parable of the Sower provides the starting point for understanding the growth parables in Mark and it 
reflected, in comprehensive terms, upon the coming of the Kingdom of God.  
 

4:13-20 13 And he said to them, “Do you not understand this parable? Then how will you 
understand all the parables? 14 The sower sows the word. 15 These are the ones on the path 
where the word is sown: when they hear, Satan immediately comes and takes away the word that 
is sown in them. 16 And these are the ones sown on rocky ground: when they hear the word, they 
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immediately receive it with joy. 17 But they have no root, and endure only for a while; then, when 
trouble or persecution arises on account of the word, immediately they fall away.[b] 18 And others 
are those sown among the thorns: these are the ones who hear the word, 19 but the cares of the 
world, and the lure of wealth, and the desire for other things come in and choke the word, and it 
yields nothing. 20 And these are the ones sown on the good soil: they hear the word and accept it 
and bear fruit, thirty and sixty and a hundredfold.” 

 
4:14 “The sower sows the word.” Attention is focused on the word of proclamation containing the secret of 
the Kingdom of God. The word in view is Jesus’ word as he proclaims the Kingdom; it is the decisive 
messianic word of power through which the Kingdom is disclosed and is demonstrated as having come.  
 
4:15 The first opponent to the word is Satan, as has been shown in Mark’s Gospel in Chapters 1, 2 and 3. 
 
4:16-17 Indicate the way of the world – how people respond to the word of the Kingdom of God – 
therefore the secret contained in the word remains veiled to them. Jesus’ determination to submit to the 
judgement of God, to accept suffering and death, makes his word and his actions and enigma which 
people cannot penetrate. The event of revelation itself is what causes people to be offended and turn 
away. 
 
The assurance Is given that those who have responded with an affirmation of faith shall be found bearing 
fruit at the time of harvest – abundant fruit – and judgement will come with consummation.  This 
eschatological note in the parable is sustained in the interpretation : Jesus calls attention both to the 
veiled manifestation of the Kingdom, hindered by many obstacles and Satanic opposition, and to the 
disclosure of the Kingdom, which manifests itself in fruitfulness, which is more startling because of the 
opposition. 
 
The parable’s emphasis is on the central act of sowing: the emphasis in the interpretation falls upon the 
reception which the proclamation of the Kingdom experienced. The succession of vivid images describing 
the reception are appropriate and significant.  
 
Jesus gives a fundamental insight into the coming Kingdom of God. The eschatological coming of God 
into the world goes the way of seed which is sown. In the appropriate time there will come the harvest 
and the consummation. Whoever knows this, knows that salvation has come with Jesus. He also knows 
that, in spite of his veiledness and the opposition encountered, the harvest is prepared by the sovereign  
word and act of God in Jesus Christ. The interpretation like the parable thus stresses the comprehensive 
character of the Kingdom as both present in an incipient way in the person and mission of Jesus, and 
future with a glory yet undisclosed. 
 
4:21-25 A Lamp Under a Bushel Basket 
The Lamp and the Measure are two sets of sayings that appear elsewhere in the Gospels, and Mark 
presents them here as commentary on his discourse on Parables. 
 
4:21 The word “brought”, or “come” in other translations, asks what the purpose of where it is placed. If 
Jesus was speaking of himself as the lamp that has been kindled and that has come, that would be in 
keeping with Jesus’ statements on his mission and purpose for his coming.  
 
4:24 “And he said to them, “Pay attention to what you hear” is an exhortation to the crowd to listen, 
perceive and internalize what Jesus is teaching. 
 
4:26-29 The Parable of the Growth of the Seed 
Mark alone records this parable of the growth of a seed. It is a reflection on sowing, growth and harvest 
that invites comparison to the Parable of the Sower. In the Sower the meaning of the interim before the 
manifestation of the Kingdom of God is clarified in a positive sense – it is a time of sowing, and much of 
the attention is on the difficulties encountered by the seed. 
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In contrast, the Growth of the Seed focusses on the power unleashed by sowing the seed. The messianic 
work of sowing the seed unleashes mysterious forces which operate out of sight pursuing the goals of the 
kingdom. This parable clarifies Jesus’ role as the Sower of the seed. After he has sowed the seed, time 
will pass and then there will be great growth and a harvest. The time period between the sowing and the 
harvest is when the growth occurs. The seed germinates and then sprouts, it springs up and matures in a 
manner that almost goes unnoticed “he knows not how”. 
 
The sower is not dis-involved, he takes note of the growth of the seed, but he cannot fully understand it. 
The sower’s ultimate interest is also the purpose for which the seed was sown, the harvest. The seed 
sown with the authoritative proclamation by Jesus will not be barren. The proclamation of the gospel by 
Jesus is the pledge of the ultimate manifestation of the Kingdom.  
 
4:30-32 The Parable of the Mustard Seed 
Now Jesus introduces this third seed parable with a parabolic connection of the Kingdom of God being 
like what happens to the mustard seed. Jesus is calling attention to the contrast between the seed, which 
is the smallest of seeds, and the shrub which is quite large. 
 
The parable is concerned with the enigmatic present manifestation of the Kingdom as embodied by 
Jesus’ person. The mustard seed is the Word of God proclaimed by Jesus Christ. This word possesses 
the power which one day will make all things new.  
 
4:33-34 The Use of Parables 
Mark concludes his grouping of parables with a summary statement signaling that he selected these 
parables from a very broad set of examples of Jesus teaching. Through the vehicle of parables Jesu was 
proclaiming the “word”. The term is echoed in the Parable of the Sower 8 times and is the “word of God” 
or the “word of the Kingdom”. 
 
The motive for Jesus use of parables is used to accommodate the level of preparation of the crowd, “as 
they were able to hear it.” This means had adapted to the level of understanding of his crowds as he 
found them. The strategy avoids direct speaking that would force people to make an immediate decision 
– his indirect approach with parables allowed time for grace and judgement to affect his hearers. 
 
In contrast, his private discussions with his disciples were direct, and he is clear about his mission and 
the Kingdom with them.  
 
So Jesus is doing two things at once – he is veiled in his disclosures with the crowd; and unveiled in his 
discussions with his smaller group, though they have limited understanding of what he is saying. This is 
the pattern for Mark’s Gospel overall. In his private instruction Jesus gives the disciples the mystery of the 
Kingdom as present in his person. Only through revelation does the enigma become partially resolved; 
not until the consummation (to take the perspective of the parables) will it become resolved for all people. 
 
4:35-5:43 The Vanquishing of Powers Hostile to God 
This section of Mark contains three miracles that reveal Jesus’ sovereignty over sea and wind, demonic 
possession, and death. They have been brought together as a unit, presumably by the evangelist Mark, 
to illustrate the vanquishing of powers hostile to God. In each event the presence of Jesu constitutes an 
affirmation of life and a defeat of death. Confronted with his word of power, the person of faith finds 
themselves in the presence of the Lord of life. 
 
The Subduing of the Sea 4:35-41 
Mark’s accounts bear the signs of being a personal reminiscence by one who had experienced the event. 
The precise notice of time, the unnecessary reference to the other boats which were present, the vivid 
detail that “the boat was already filling”, the precise location of Jesus’ position in the boat “in the stern, 
asleep on the cushion”, the harshness of the rebuke implied in the disciples’ cry of indignation and fear as 
well as their subsequent bewilderment, combine to suggest an eyewitness report. 
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4:35-36 35 On that day, when evening had come, he said to them, “Let us go across to the other 
side.” 36 And leaving the crowd behind, they took him with them in the boat, just as he was. Other 
boats were with him.  

 
Among Jesus followers are experienced fisherman and sailors who agree to sail him back across the sea 
at the end of the day of teaching. So Jesus departs in a boat followed by others. 
 

4:37-38 37 A great windstorm arose, and the waves beat into the boat, so that the boat was 
already being swamped. 38 But he was in the stern, asleep on the cushion; and they woke him 
up and said to him, “Teacher, do you not care that we are perishing?”  

 
A storm arises, the winds “beat” into the boat, and the boat is at risk of swamping. The disciples are 
panicked by the storm, and they awaken Jesus. 
 

4:39 He woke up and rebuked the wind, and said to the sea, “Peace! Be still!” Then the wind 
ceased, and there was a dead calm.  

 
The question of what was involved in the muzzling of the storm cannot be avoided. The God of Israel is 
the Lord of history and nature. His sovereignty is demonstrated in the stilling of the roaring sea and the 
silencing of the howling wind. The cosmic overtones of the account cannot be overlooked. Mark has 
underlined them by using language similar to Jesus’ rebukes of demons, “Peace! Be still!” and both are 
compelled to obey. 
 
Jesus is using his sovereign word of authority. 
 

4:40-41 40 He said to them, “Why are you afraid? Have you still no faith?” 41 And they were filled 
with great awe and said to one another, “Who then is this, that even the wind and the sea obey 
him?” 

 
Jesus rebukes the disciples for the first time (additional rebukes: 7:18; 8:17f; 8:21f; 8:32f; 9:19) and its 
placement shows its importance. 
 
The disciples, despite the revelation of the secret that the Kingdom has come near in the person of Jesus 
which Jesus has provided them, are separated from the crowd’s understanding only by degree. The 
disciples’ themselves are still quite blind and filled with misunderstanding. When Jesus asks, “Have you 
still no faith?” he means specifically faith in God’s saving power as this is present and released through 
Jesus’ own person.   
 
The failure of the disciples to understand is expressed in their question: ““Who then is this, that even the 
wind and the sea obey him?” For Mark, his reader should be responding saying “This is the Son of God, 
the Christ”.  
 
In the account of the subduing of the sea, we are told that Jesus is the living Lord. What is true about the 
God of Israel is true about him. At all times and in every sphere, he exercises sovereign control over the 
situation. 
 
The subduing of the sea and wind was not merely a demonstration of power, it was an epiphany, through 
which Jesus was unveiled to his disciples as the Savior in the midst of great peril. Very early this incident 
was understood as a sign of Jesus’ saving presence in the persecutions that threatened the early 
Christian movement. It is not surprising that in early Christian art, the Church is depicted as a boat driven 
upon a perilous sea, with Jesus in the midst, there was nothing to fear. 
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Eugene E. Lemcio, Travels with St. Mark, GPS for the Journey Notes 
 
4:1-10 Structure (Hebrew Bible Models Ezekiel 17 and Zechariah 4) 
 
This structure shows that Mark may have borrowed a pattern of teaching used in the Hebrew Bible, that 
commonly showed that the people “in the know” are the ones who fail to get it. 
 

 Mark 4 Ezekiel 17 Zechariah 4 
1. Revelation Soils Parable (4:3-9) Parable: Eagles and 

Vine (17:2-10) 
Vision: Olive Trees 
(4:1-3, 11) 

2. Mystification Incomprehension (4:10) (Meaning Unknown) 
(12 a) 

Incomprehension (3X): 
(4, 12) 

3. Rejoinder “Do you not know?” 
(13) 

“Did you not know?” 
(12a) 

“Did you not know?” (5, 
13) 

4. Explanation Parable explained (14-
20) 

Parable explained 
(12b-21) 

Vision explained (14) 

 
4:10-12 and Isaiah 6:9-10 The Reason for Speaking in Parables 
 
Read side by side, Isaiah 1-6 and Mark 1-4 then the history of rebellion by God’s people reaches a point 
of no return such that, the prophet world, which would otherwise have stimulated spiritual sensitivity, 
becomes that which causes spiritual hardness, with its disastrous results. 
 

 Resistance Consequence (1) Consequence (2) 
Isaiah Rebellious Children 

(chs. 1-5) 
Blindness/deafness 
(6:9-10) 

No turning, healing but 
destruction (6:11-13) 

 Israel elect, saved   
Mark Hostility to Jesus (chs. 

2-3) 
Blindness/deafness 
(4:11-12) 

N pardon, forgiveness 
(3:29-20, 4:12) 

 By religious leaders  “those outside” (3:29-
20, 4:11) 

 
Mark 2-4 and Isaiah 1-6, The Larger Context for Speaking in Parables 
 
Mark appears to parallel the situation in Isaiah’s day with Jesus’ own experience. 
 

 Isaiah 1-6 Mark 1-4 
1. Who? (subject/source) God God 
2. What? (event) Judgement Judgement 
3. Against Whom? (object) People of Judah  “Those outside” 
4. Why? (reason/cause) Rebellion (1-5) Opposition to Jesus (2-3) 
5. By Whom? (agent) Isaiah (6) Jesus (4) 
6. How? (means) Proclamation (6:9-10) Parables ((4:10-12) 
7. Result: deliberate(1) Spiritual insensitivity Spiritual insensitivity 

 No turning or healing No repentance/forgiveness 
8. Result: deliberate (2) Cities destroyed, fields burned  
9. So what (significance) Opportunity runs out Opportunity runs out 
10. When (time) Several centuries BCE 1st Century CE 
11. Where (place) Judah Galilee? 
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Bruce J. Malina and Richard L. Rohrbaugh, Social-Science 
Commentary on the Synoptic Gospels11, Notes 
4:1-9 Recent scholarship suggests that interpretations of the parable (10-20) have little to do with some 
remote future. The yields are parabolic hyperbole.  
 
4:10-20 This is one of the most difficult passages to interpret in the NT. The insider/outsider language is 
consistent with an honor/shame society. It is clear that Mark’s interpretation is for a city audience, not a 
rural audience. 
 
4:21-25 The motif of insider enlightenment is continued with the light being brought into the home. 
Insiders are reassured that secrets will not be kept from them. 
 
4:24-25 The passive voice statements “will be given… will be taken away” point to the activity of God. 
Passive voice statements are a way to describe the activity of God without mentioning God, which was a 
taboo word in Jesus time. 
 
4:26-34 “The kingdom of God” means God’s rule, a theocracy. Theocracy is a political term referring to a 
form of government based on God’s activity as explained by God’s word. This parable is unique in Mark 
and  makes a point not unlike the parable of the seeds and the soils (4:2-9) when it is read as a simple 
story about peasant farmers. 
 
In a limited goods society I  which gains for one meant loss for another, gain was always considered 
stealing. The one exception among peasants was “organic yields”, that is livestock, crops and children. 
These were considered mysterious gifts from God. 
 
4:35-41 The disciples showing fear was a serious breach of Mediterranean 1st century CE culture. It is 
now added to Mark’s characterization of the disciples as obtuse and uncomprehending.   
 
The disciples question in 4:27 is not one of “identity” as a modern reader would assume. It is one of 
status or honor. It asks Jesus location in the hierarchy of powers.  The wind and the sea obey him, and 
they are considered uncontrollable by humans. They were believed to be controlled by spirits or demons, 
while non-Jews personified them as controlled by minor deities.  
 
Ched Myers, Binding the Strong Man, Notes 
Myers chooses to view the parables in their own literary context because even Mark’s analysis in 4:14-20 
is later and more urban than Jesus original intent may have been. 
 
Jesus launches campaigns of direct action (Chapters 1-3), withdraws (4:1) , and then offers extended 
reflections. Chapters 4 and 13 provide parallel structures to look at: 
 
Chapter 4 and 13 homilies both use parabolic and apocalyptic language.  
 
The first homily introduces two themes: listen (akouein, 4:3) and watch (blepein, 4:24) and it is structured 
in two parts around the theme of listening. 
Part 1 has three elements: 

1. The Sower parable (4:4-8) and its explanation (4:13-20) 
2. Mark’s reflection on the paradoxical nature of parable discourse; as mystery is obscured (4:10-

12), but also as the secret is revealed (4:21) 
3. Listening (4:3, 9, 23) 

 

 
11 Bruce J. Malina and Richard L. Rohrbaugh, Social-Science Commentary on the Synoptic Gospels, 
2003 
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Part 2 begins with an exhortation to discern what on hears (4:24), a warning against conventional wisdom 
which asserts the futility of trying to alter the ordering of power and privilege in the world (4:24-25).  
Against conventional wisdom Jesus offers a call for revolutionary patience (4:26-29) and one calling for 
home  despite the odds (4:30-32). 
 
Recent scholars have viewed the parables as exercises in semantic play and paradox. They create a 
liminal situation for hearers, upsetting their rational or accepted meaning constructs in order to create new 
possibilities. 
 
There are four main characteristics of Markan Parabolic Discourse: 

1. They are a mirror to help the disciple/reader understand the narrative of Jesus’ practice 
2. Jesus relies on parables when faced with intense ideological conflict (using language form 

Ezekiel) 
3. The political character of the discourse clarifies Mark’s notion of “hearing but not understanding”. 

This dualism is a standard feature in Jewish apocalyptic literature, for example Daniel 12:4, 9. 
 
The sower parable reflects frankly on the obstacles in front of the messianic mission. The 
disciples will inherit the mission (3:13), be dispatched (6:7) and should expect to encounter 
rejection (6:11).  

 
4:12 ‘they may indeed look, but not perceive, 
    and may indeed listen, but not understand; 
so that they may not turn again and be forgiven.’”  

4. From Isaiah 6:9 
In apocalyptic literature the question of who to send (Mark 6:8) confronts knowingly the 
tradition that YWHW hardens the hearts of opponents (Exodus 7:14, 22). It recognizes that 
the word of God polarizes. And Jesus responds by including the scribes from God’s 
forgiveness because they are deaf to the word of God. 
 
Mark is remarkable in that he applies Isaiah’s “listen but do not hear” to both outsider 
(opponents of Jesus) and insiders (disciples and followers. 

4. Parables are not earthly stories with heavenly meanings. In Mark, they are realistic narrative in 
which apocalyptic language is grounded in the real world. Jesus insists that the “mystery of the 
kingdom of God” is like this! Jesus is not using heavenly imagery or mysticism – he is using 
agricultural concrete language that is accessible to his agrarian audiences. 

 
4:1-23 The Sower: A Reflection on the Kingdom Mission 
Mark sets up the inside/outside structure with Jesus in a boat giving a sermon; and the people on the 
shore listening. 
 
Other scholars see the Sower as having two themes from the Hebrew Bible: 

1. The Shema (Deut 6:5) in which the three types of soil represent the call to love THWH with all 
you heart, soul and might; 

2. Second Isaiah assertion that YHWH’s word and does not return void (Isaiah 55:10) 
 
The parable is framed with Listen (4:3, 9) recalling Deut 6:4 in the Shema, “Hear oh Israel”; and the 
heavenly voice to the disciples in Mark 9:7. Each type of fruitless seed represents a type of non-disciple, 
and Mark will return to them in Mark 8:27. 
 
The emphasis in the parable is the barriers to discipleship. It may be a key to why so many people reject 
Jesus’ practice: “people read the gospel in accordance with the space they occupy” in the dominant social 
order and they respond accordingly. (Fernando Belo, A Materialistic Reading of the Gospel of St. Mark,  
1981, pp 123). If we listen and do not hear it is not because of the obscurity of the teaching, but because 
of our loyalty to a prevailing ideology. 
 
Eschatological Harvest: An Ideology of the Land 
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The parables focus that a majority of the see went fruitless would be familiar to the peasant audience. A 
Palestinian farmer might have hoped for a yield of 7:1, with 10X being considered a bumper crop. A larger 
return would enable a farmer to pay off his debts, possible purchase his land and escape from the 
economic system that held him down.  “The kingdom is like this” is Jesus saying the kingdom of God 
would free you. 
 
4:24-34 The Mystery of Ends and Means 
Now Mark shifts from Listen (4:3) to “Beware what you hear” (4:24). 
 

4:24-25 24 And he said to them, “Pay attention to what you hear; the measure you give will be 
the measure you get, and still more will be given you. 25 For to those who have, more will be 
given; and from those who have nothing, even what they have will be taken away.” 

 
Is this harkening back to the apocalyptic dualism of mystery and those given special insight? They will be 
given more? 
 
Or is Mark citing popular adages that he is trying to repudiate: he maybe warning disciples away from 
rival ideologies/theologies; and he may be counseling against the popular resignation that the rich will 
always get richer, and injustice will always abound. 
 

“the measure you give will be the measure you get,” 
 
This could be a play on words about the struggle of the peasants to survive to have enough material 
production to pay their landlord, taxes, feed their family and have enough left over to buy the next year’s 
seed. 
 
The conventional wisdom is that this is the way the world works and that it is futile to protest. Now Jesus 
turns to the last two parables of his sermon: 
 
The Kingdom will prevail 

4:26-29 26 He also said, “The kingdom of God is as if someone would scatter seed on the 
ground, 27 and would sleep and rise night and day, and the seed would sprout and grow, he does 
not know how. 28 The earth produces of itself, first the stalk, then the head, then the full grain in 
the head. 29 But when the grain is ripe, at once he goes in with his sickle, because the harvest 
has come.” 

 
Jesus advocates revolutionary patience and hope for the kingdom. The seed is scattered on the ground 
and the earth produces. Jesus is focusing on the process by which the seed matures to the harvest 
(4:27). Referencing Joel 3:13 “Put in the sickle for the harvest is ripe”. The vocation of the disciple is not 
to provoke the harvest but to tend to the sowing. YHWH’s judgement against oppressive systems will 
come, a counterpoint to the people who say nothing will ever change. 
 
4:30-32 The Mustard Seed 
Expands on the theme of abundance disproportionate to the small fragile discipleship community in its 
struggle against entrenched powers. 
Mark is invoking and contrasting Daniel 94:20-22 and Ezekiel 31:2. And 31:4-6. Mark has the Roman 
empire in mind – he sees the disciples as a means to overthrow the empire by focusing on the sowing the 
seed of the Word. 
 
The sermon counsels patience and hope. Patience, so that the apocalyptic militance of Jesus’ 
“declaration of war” on 3:37 is not misconstrued. Mark sobers any illusion that change will be quick and 
triumphal. It is rather a function of finding the right soil for the seed and trusting in God to raise the seed 
up. And Hope because so far the results of Jesus’ ministry have been hardly encouraging. He has been 
abandoned by his family, driven out of the cities, and hunted by the authorities, but Mark is telling the 
reader that the harvest will surely come. 
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In this sermon Mark articulates that “least/greatest” paradox which is central to Jesus second call to 
discipleship. (8:34) The “way of the sower” will be revealed as the way of nonviolence: servanthood 
becomes leadership, suffering becomes triumph, and death becomes life. 
 
Jesus then invites his disciples to take a boat trip to the other side – which represents a new departure for 
Jesus and his followers. 
 
4:35-41 Jesus Stills the Storm 
The sea crossing function as a fictional dramatization of the struggle to bridge the deeply alienated worlds 
if Jews and gentiles. 
 
Oxford Bible Commentary12 Notes 
4:1-34 First extended block of Jesus teaching. The content is mainly parables. Parables are widely 
thought to be the most characteristic part of Jesus’ teaching. 
 
Christians very soon interpreted Jesus’ parables as allegories finding significance in each detail of a story 
(as Mark  himself does in 4:14-20). Today it is recognized that Jesus’ stories may not be allegories, and 
some argue that they may have a single meaning. Others believe this to be too rigid. Jesus may have had 
multiple intended meanings – at the root, Jesus used parables to enhance his teaching and get his point 
across. 
 
These parables may have come from multiple sources  and that creates some conflicts in interpretation. 
 

4:10-13 10 When he was alone, those who were around him along with the twelve asked him 
about the parables. 11 And he said to them, “To you has been given the secret[a] of the kingdom 
of God, but for those outside, everything comes in parables; 12 in order that 
 

‘they may indeed look, but not perceive, 
    and may indeed listen, but not understand; 
so that they may not turn again and be forgiven.’” 
 

13 And he said to them, “Do you not understand this parable? Then how will you understand all 
the parables? 

 
The question is 4:10-13 Markan or pre-Markan? 
 
4:1-9 Parable of the Sower 
It is a story of how preaching and evangelism is received. The story is almost inherently allegorical (4:8 
shows that a seed falling on good earth is a divine miracle.) 
 
Two different interpretations: 

3. It can be assurance to those who receive the “seed” that all in the end will be well. The harvest 
will come. (This interpretation is consistent with the other two parables about seeds in the 
chapter). 

4. Or it can be a warning to those who hear the message to ensure that they receive it properly  and 
not be like the three types of unproductive soil. (This could mean that the difference is deliberate 
by Mark.) 

The 3 kinds of soil suggest they are of interest themselves rather than just a counterpoint to the “good” 
soil. The parable could be a caution to people that they take care how they receive the preaching of 
Jesus. It is not just encouragement to the good soil. It is also a warning to those who listen to make sure 
that they are good soil.  
 

 
12 Oxford Bible Commentary, Barton and Muddiman, 2001 
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4:5-6 May represent Mark’s interests about his own community. The description is longer, for Mark the 
“rootless” Christians are perhaps the cause for concerns. 4:17 tells you what this means in practice. 
 
4:10-13 The Theory of Parables 
 

4:10-13 10 When he was alone, those who were around him along with the twelve asked him 
about the parables. 11 And he said to them, “To you has been given the secret[a] of the kingdom 
of God, but for those outside, everything comes in parables; 12 in order that 
 

‘they may indeed look, but not perceive, 
    and may indeed listen, but not understand; 
so that they may not turn again and be forgiven.’” 

 
13 And he said to them, “Do you not understand this parable? Then how will you understand all 
the parables? 
 

4:10-13 are among the hardest verses in the NT to interpret. 4:11-12 seem to ascribe to Jesus the view 
that he teaches parables precisely in order to hide his meaning and to prevent people from 
understanding. This is what Mark’s Greek clearly means, and it is thus impossible to see this as coming 
from Jesus himself. If he uses parables to help people hear and understand his message. The lines may 
be the product of someone writing after Jesus and using Isaiah 6:9 to say that the failure of the people to 
understand Jesus is due to divine predestination.  
 
The verses suggest a rigid division between a privileged in-group and a condemned out-group. The out-
group failing to understand the preaching because of divine plan. 
 
The text cited, Isaiah 6:9-10) is one of the classic texts used by Christians to explain why people have not 
responded to the word. In response to the hostility Christians received, the bitter rejection and later 
expulsions from synagogues, may have led them to conclude that some people’s reactions were 
predestined by God. 
 
The in-group are said to have received the “secret or in the NRSV “mystery” of the kingdom. The disciples 
eventually do understand. But in other places in Mark the disciples do not understand hence it has been 
argued that 4:11-12 may be a pre-Markan tradition which Mark radicalized by making the disciples fail to 
understand. 
 
In fact it is not said in 4:11 or 4:34 that the disciples actually understand Jesus. In one sense, they like the 
crowds, understand the parables at the surface level. The parables are not unintelligible nonsense. 
Nevertheless parables do not lead everyone to faith in that sense many do not go to deeper 
understanding and faith. 
 
The disciples are in a different position than the crowds. They do not yet fully understand, indeed perhaps 
they cannot (in the context of Mark’s story) yet understand, prior to the cross. Yet they are in a uniquely 
privileged position. They have been given the “mystery” of the kingdom. (In Mark it is singular mystery 
and in Matthew and Luke it is plural.) Their understanding will come later. 
 
4:14-20 Interpretation of the Parable of the Sower 
Mark gives a detailed allegorical interpretation of the parable. Jeremias (1063) showed that the 
language/vocabulary is characteristic of the early church not of Jesus. The warnings of the different soils 
seem to be more directly related to Mark’s Christian readers who could only with some difficulty identify 
with the Jewish opponents in Mark’s story. 4:16-7 is the long description of a specific soil that may be the 
danger Mark feels most acutely: the detailed explanation refers to “trouble or persecution” threatening 
initial commitment. Likewise the warning against “the cares of the world and the delight of riches” reflects 
other problems within the Markan community. 
 
4:21-25 Collected Sayings 
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Mark presents originally isolated sayings form the tradition.  
4:21-22 Secrecy and openness theme – Jesus appears to be the lamp. Secrecy in the end will result in 
openness. 
 
The section as a whole combined assurance/encouragement with warning. There are both in the 
Christian gospel. The last two parables emphasize the encouraging message of the gospel. 
 
4:26-32 Two Seed Parables 
Two parables with similar meanings about the kingdom of God. Both imply that the kingdom is present in 
minute, hidden form as a seed, and it will show its full glory in the future. 
4:26-29 The seed growing secretly. Unique to Mark. Uses the harvest to possibly allude to the final 
judgement and a reference to Joel.  
 

Joel 3:13 13 Put in the sickle, 
    for the harvest is ripe. 
Go in, tread, 
    for the wine press is full. 
The vats overflow, 
    for their wickedness is great. 

 
4:30-32 The mustard seed. A very well-known and present in Matthew, Luke and possibly in Q. The 
image of the birds flocking to rest in the tree may allude to Gentiles and be a reference to Daniel and 
Ezekiel. 
 

Daniel 4:12 Its foliage was beautiful, 
    its fruit abundant, 
    and it provided food for all. 
The animals of the field found shade under it, 
    the birds of the air nested in its branches, 
    and from it all living beings were fed. 
 
Ezekiel 31:6 All the birds of the air 
    made their nests in its boughs; 
under its branches all the animals of the field 
    gave birth to their young; 
and in its shade 
    all great nations lived. 

 
The stress in both parables is the divine miracle and lack of human influence in the process of growth. All 
of the emphasis is on the divine initiative and the assurance of the end result. 
 
Mark may be saying there are two sides of the coin: 
He has warned you about the perils of hearing the word and turning away. 
He now is telling you that the kingdom will come in all its fullness, the followers of Jesus can rest assured, 
and it is already started in hidden form(seed) now. 
 
Mark’s eschatology is both futuristic and realized. However the idea of the presence of the kingdom in an 
institution such as the church, after Jesus but before Eschaton,  seems to be foreign to Mark. 
 
4:33-34 Jesus Use of Parables 
There is a division between disciples and others. The difference is not about understanding, because 
even with their access and Jesus’ explanations, the disciples do not understand who Jesus is, or what he 
is teaching. 
 
4:35-5:43 Nature Miracles 
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Mark now gives three Jesus miracle stories over nature: they show his power over nature, illness, and 
demons. Trying to distinguish between the types of miracles would have been foreign to Mark’s 
audience’s understanding of the world. They all show divine power at work. But equally it is clear from 
these stories that miracles alone present little evidential value. They cannot create faith were none is 
present. 
 
4:35-41 The Stilling of the Storm 
The story shows Jesus’ ability to deal with the primeval forces of chaos. The sea in the Hebrew Bible 
sometimes stands for primal chaos which God alone can calm and order. It is also seen as a symbol of 
the suffering people endure. In 4:39 Jesus rebuking the storm is the same language Jesus used with the 
demon 1:25.  
 
The disciples’ reaction is not presented positively. 
 

4:38 “Teacher, do you not care that we are perishing?” 
 
4:40-41 40 He said to them, “Why are you afraid? Have you still no faith?” 41 And they were filled 
with great awe and said to one another, “Who then is this, that even the wind and the sea obey 
him?” 

 
By implication they are afraid because they have no faith – or insufficient faith  -- and they still do not 
understand who and what Jesus is. They have not reached an understanding of Jesus despite their 
privileged position. And the miracle does neither promote better understanding or faith. 
 
 
N.T. (Tom) Wright, Mark for Everyone13 Notes 
4:1-20 The Sower 
Jesus vision of how the kingdom of God was working, he was sowing the Word among the people, was 
politically incorrect. People were expecting a great moment of renewal – Israel rescued abruptly by God 
exploding into the world. And Jesus is saying, No, that is not how the Kingdom of God is working – it is 
more like a farmer sowing seed. 
 

4:11 “To you has been given the secret[a] of the kingdom of God, but for those outside, 
everything comes in parables;” 

 
A kingdom movement is dangerous, but Jesus’ vision of the kingdom is radically unlike hat people wanted 
or expected. So for safety it has to remain hidden. It is a divine secret Jesus is telling and you can only 
understand if you believe and trust. 
 
4:21-25 The Lampstand 
Jesus is balancing between the secret and the light that everyone can see – he is bringing God’s light into 
the world so everyone will see it. So it is both a promise, don’t worry the kingdom knowledge will be public 
soon, and a warning, to make sure people are listening now.  
 
4:26-34 More Seed Parables 
Jesus ministry does not look like the kingdom-of-God-movement people are expecting. It is in fact the 
seedtime for God’s long-promised and long awaited harvest. The story is a warning against looking down 
at small beginnings, in Jesus’ Galilean ministry, of the great new work God was to do. 
 
Mustard Seed 
Jesus uses very similar language to Isaiah 40:18 in the Parable of the Mustard Seed: 
 

Isaiah 40:18 To whom then will you liken God, 
 

13 N.T. (Tom) Wright, Mark for Everyone, 2001 
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    or what likeness compare with him? 
 
Mark 4:30-32 30 He also said, “With what can we compare the kingdom of God, or what parable 
will we use for it? 31 It is like a mustard seed, which, when sown upon the ground, is the smallest 
of all the seeds on earth; 32 yet when it is sown it grows up and becomes the greatest of all 
shrubs, and puts forth large branches, so that the birds of the air can make nests in its shade.” 

 
Isaiah 40 is about a fresh vision of God, the creator, coming to rescue his people, coming to restore 
Israel. 
 
Likewise no one should look at Jesus and his crowd of followers and think – how can this possibly be the 
kingdom of God occurring? The mustard seed is small and grows into something large – likewise Jesus’ 
kingdom of God movement starts small and will grow. 
 
4:34-41 Jesus Calms the Storm 
Mark’s readers would have heard echoes of Jonah in the story.  
 

Jonah 1:4-6 4 But the Lord hurled a great wind upon the sea, and such a mighty storm came 
upon the sea that the ship threatened to break up. 5 Then the mariners were afraid, and each 
cried to his god. They threw the cargo that was in the ship into the sea, to lighten it for them. 
Jonah, meanwhile, had gone down into the hold of the ship and had lain down, and was fast 
asleep. 6 The captain came and said to him, “What are you doing sound asleep? Get up, call on 
your god! Perhaps the god will spare us a thought so that we do not perish.” 
 
Mark 4:37-38 37 A great windstorm arose, and the waves beat into the boat, so that the boat was 
already being swamped. 38 But he was in the stern, asleep on the cushion; and they woke him 
up and said to him, “Teacher, do you not care that we are perishing?” 

 
Or the stories from Exodus or Genesis where God’s word divides or calms the waters.  
 
The waters symbolize the dark power of evil, threatening to destroy God’s creation.  
 
Jesus rescuing the disciples in the storm says in clearer terms what the parables point to. God’s 
sovereign power is being unleashed. God’s kingdom is breaking into the world. It is not like people 
thought it would be and it harkens back to the power that created the earth and saved the Israelites. 
 
The forces of evil are roused, angry and threatening. Jesus is confident of God’s presence and power. 
(So confident he can take a nap.) The disciples are cross and frightened – doesn’t Jesus care that they 
are in danger. Jesus runs their question back on them and asks them “don’t you yet have faith”?  
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