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Abstract
Jesus’ parable of the Sower explains the challenge of preach-
ing “the word” in unexpected terms, since Mark depicts its first 
hearers (the disciples) as unreceptive in precisely the ways that 
the parable describes. By way of response, this study offers a 
homiletical reading that identifies divine agency as the prima-
ry source of spiritual transformation for hearers both ancient 
and modern. The parable makes this appeal via an allusion to 
Gen 26:12, viewed in relation to the broader metaphor of God’s 
people as “seed.” By emphasizing the profound limitations of 
human language, this approach understands homiletics as an 
expression of the cruciform nature of Christian ministry.

Stated in its briefest form, the purpose of this study is to do no more than ask 
a simple question: “How does preaching work?” Yet the answer proves remark-
ably elusive, at several levels. In one sense, of course, the issue is easily resolved 
by Heinrich Bullinger and the Second Helvetic Confession of 1566: Praedicatio 
verbi Dei est verbum Dei—”The preaching of the Word of God is the Word of 
God.”2 Bullinger’s claim appeals to nothing less than the authority of Jesus him-
self in Luke 10:16: “He who hears you hears me.” If it really is that straightforward, 
the problem disappears. But at least in my own ministry, I am forced to confess 
that matters are not always quite so simple. I am greatly flattered to think that 
every time I preach, the words that proceed from my mouth should represent the 
pure word of God. Still, my audience might be inclined—if only on occasion—to 
doubt such a direct equivalence. No matter how inspired I may consider myself, 
my preaching does not sound to my audience quite the same as how the words of 

1 This study was first presented at the annual meeting of the Canadian Evangelical Theological 
Association (CETA) on May 29, 2011, at St. Thomas University, Fredericton, New Brunswick.

2 Confessio Helvetica Posterior I, 4, quoted in Sidney Greidanus, The Modern Preacher and the Ancient 
Text: Interpreting and Preaching Biblical Literature (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988), p. 9.
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Jesus, or the words of Paul, or even the words of the prophets of Israel, would have 
sounded to those who first heard them.

One of the core tenets of contemporary evangelicalism is its unapologetic bib-
licism, a commitment to Scripture as the “living and active” word of God (Heb 
4:12).3 Yet however dependent on Scripture it may be, our own preaching cannot 
claim the same power to convict and to persuade that accompanies the words of 
the canonical text. Here it is appropriate to recall the characteristically Protestant 
insistence that the church is not in a position to arbitrate concerning the authority 
of Scripture; rather, our role is to hear, receive, and submit to its authority. We do 
not claim an equivalent authority for our own words and judgments, no matter 
how pious or well-intentioned. 

How, then, does preaching “work”? One answer, much beloved of evangelical 
preachers, has been to find in Jesus’ parable of the Sower a model for our own 

“sowing” of God’s word. The explanation is so familiar as hardly to require recita-
tion, but, in essence, it applies Jesus’ exposition of the parable to all preachers of 
the gospel:

The sower sows the word. 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. And these are 
the ones sown on rocky ground: when they hear the word, they 
immediately receive it with joy. 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. And 
others are those sown among the thorns: these are the ones who 
hear the word, 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. 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. (Mark 4:14–20)

As applied to the church’s ministry of preaching, this explanation makes two criti-
cal assumptions. The first is that the foregoing explanation applies as much to the 
ministry of Jesus’ followers and imitators down through the history of the church, 
as to his own ministry. We ourselves, in other words, are also sowers, rather than 
mere recipients of the “implanted word” ( Jas 1:21). The theological temerity of 

3 The classic, fourfold definition of evangelicalism is provided by David W. Bebbington, 
Evangelicalism in Modern Britain: A History from the 1730s to the 1980s (London: Unwin Hyman, 
1989), pp. 2–3: “conversionism, the belief that lives need to be changed; activism, the expression of 
the gospel in effort; biblicism, a particular regard for the Bible; and what may be called crucicentrism, 
a stress on the sacrifice of Christ on the cross. Together they form a quadrilateral of priorities that 
is the basis of Evangelicalism” (with further elaboration on pp. 5–17). 
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assuming that we essentially share in Jesus’ messianic authority should not be 
underestimated. Second, and no less critically, it assumes that any failure to bear 
spiritual fruit must be the fault of the hearers themselves. If not outright persecu-
tion in the case of our own congregations, then “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” (Mark 4:19). This is decidedly good news for preachers because it 
implies that if your ministry fails to bear fruit, it is not really your fault. We would 
not want to accuse God or the Gospel of being ineffectual, but neither would we 
want to accuse ourselves. We happily believe that we need only do our best, leav-
ing the results not to God but to the hearers, who must bear ultimate responsibil-
ity for their own response. 

In reply to the first assumption, this is not the place to debate the question of 
continuity between Jesus’ ministry and the ministry of the later church, which is a 
matter of immense complexity and nuance. Suffice it to say, for the moment, that 
the answer is both yes and no: there is both partial continuity and radical discon-
tinuity between our own ministries and that of Christ, from which point onward 
the complexity of the relationship only multiplies. But whatever convictions we 
may entertain about the similarity of our ministries to that of Jesus, we should be 
more comfortable looking for parallels between the ministry of the first disciples 
and the ministry of the later church. After all, evangelicals are nothing if not Res-
torationists, eager to reconstruct the conditions of the primitive church and there-
fore willing to read the New Testament in a manner that prescribes the contours 
of our own identity. Besides, is this not precisely the purpose of the New Testa-
ment canon—not only to describe the historical circumstances of the disciples’ 
ministry, but also to establish those same terms as normative for the later church? 
Making this distinction is critical because it has an important bearing on our read-
ing of the parable, particularly with respect to the point of contact between the 
biblical text and our own preaching. Likewise, it addresses the question of respon-
sibility because it adds an unexpected nuance to our understanding of the efficacy 
of God’s word.

To see how this is so, it is important to highlight once again the relevant Mar-
kan vocabulary:

Satan immediately comes and takes away the word that is sown 
in them. … When trouble or persecution arises on account of 
the word, immediately they fall away. … 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. (Mark 4:15–19)

All this in contrast to the seeds sown in good soil: “they hear the word and accept 
it and bear fruit, thirty and sixty and a hundredfold” (Mark 4:20). These, as it turns 
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out, are in each case the very terms that Mark uses to describe the disciples them-
selves in the remainder of his gospel.4 Much like the sower in the parable, Jesus 
first “speaks the word [to\n lo/gon]” (Mark 2:2; 4:33) to the crowds who follow 
him. More specifically, when Jesus gives “word” of his impending crucifixion, Peter 
remonstrates with him, even rebukes him. For doing so, Jesus calls him “Satan” 
(Mark 8:32–33). Two chapters further on, Jesus encourages a rich young man to sell 
all he owns in order to have “treasure in heaven” (Mark 10:21). The man is shocked 
at such words, as are Jesus’ own disciples when he tells them, “How hard it will be 
for those who have riches to enter the kingdom of God” (Mark 10:23). Then he 
repeats the warning, explicitly evoking the parable of the Sower: “It is easier for a 
camel to pass through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the king-
dom of God” (Mark 10:25). Equally reminiscent of the parable and its explanation 
is Jesus’ description immediately thereafter of the rigours of discipleship: 

“Truly I tell you, there is no one who has left house or brothers or 
sisters or mother or father or children or fields, for my sake and 
for the sake of the good news, who will not receive a hundredfold 
now in this age—houses, brothers and sisters, mothers and 
children, and fields, with persecutions—and in the age to come 
eternal life.” (Mark 10:29–30)

Jesus, in short, continues to sow his own “words” among the disciples, only to en-
counter the opposition of “Satan” in the actions of one of the Twelve, the seduction 
of wealth in the experience of others ( Judas among them), and the prospect of 
persecution for all, even while holding out the promise of a hundredfold blessing. 
Despite his warning not to be “ashamed of me and my words” (Mark 8:38), they 
prove him true when he predicts, “You will all fall away” (Mark 14:27). Mark tells 
us plainly, “All of them deserted him and fled” (Mark 14:50). In short, Mark takes 
the parable to mean that God’s reign does not at all rule out failure on the part 
of disciples; on the contrary, their failure—which is to be expected—only dem-
onstrates the power of God to overcome all obstacles, including human frailty, as 
amply demonstrated in the lives of his closest followers.

If this is the fate of the “word” when it is sown by the Messiah himself, and is 
the response of his own inner circle, what hope remains for our own preaching and 
teaching, our own endeavour to disseminate God’s “word”? If the apostles them-
selves prove to be such hard and infertile soil, such thorn-infested ground, is there 
any prospect that the seed can bear fruit in us, to say nothing of our hearers? Can 

4 The ensuing treatment depends in part on Michael P. Knowles, “Mark, Matthew, and Mission: 
Faith, Failure, and the Fidelity of Jesus,” in Christian Mission: Old Testament Foundations and 
New Testament Developments (ed. Stanley E. Porter and Cynthia Long Westfall; McMaster New 
Testament Study Series 9; Eugene, Ore.: Pickwick, 2010), pp. 73–75.
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we blame them without blaming our own hardness of heart? What are the implica-
tions of this parable and its Markan application for the ministry of preaching?

Three answers, or three approaches to an answer, are possible. The first has to do 
with the identity of the sower, a second concerns the metaphor of the seed, and a 
third reflects on the implications of the hundredfold yield. This is the sequence in 
which we encounter them, but it will prove most helpful to address these three 
concerns in reverse order.

First, then, the hundredfold yield. Each of the first three elements in Jesus’ tell-
ing of the parable has a corresponding explanation. The seed consumed by the 
birds is likened to Satan snatching the word from the hearer; the seed sown in 
rocky soil and withered by the sun illustrates “trouble or persecution” (Mark 4:17); 
while the thorns that choke the seed cast into their midst represent “the cares of 
the world, and the lure of wealth, and the desire for other things” (Mark 4:19)—in 
an escalating series of first one, then two, then three sources of opposition. By 
contrast, “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” (Mark 4:20). Here the con-
trast consists not only of fruitfulness itself, but also of the fact that neither Jesus 
nor the evangelist provide any explanation for this overwhelming bounty.

Although the majority opinion still holds that the explanation is subsequent 
and secondary to the parable, this need not be the case, both because Old Testa-
ment and rabbinic parables alike include explanations, and more particularly be-
cause the identification of seed-devouring birds with “Satan” is present already in 
Jub. 11.10–24, from around the middle of the second century bce.5 In any event, the 
prospect of fruitfulness proved difficult even for its earliest interpreters. Whereas 
each of the previous episodes identifies a particular cause for failure to bear fruit, 
Mark’s gospel provides no equivalent explanation for the fecundity of the “good 
earth” and the circumstances, personal qualities, or forms of response that it might 
represent. Those who prove fruitful are merely said to “hear” and “receive” or “ac-
cept” the word (a)kou/ousin to\n lo/gon kai\ parade/xontai). In Matthew 13:23, 
the author finds it necessary to add that “this is the one who hears the word and 
understands (o9...a0kou/wn kai\ suni/eij),” while Luke 8:15 makes sense of the out-
come by attributing it to “hearing with an honest and good heart (e0n kardi/a| kalh|= 
kai\ a0gaqh|= a0kou/sante),” as well as to “perseverance” in bearing fruit (kate/xousin 
kai\ karpoforou/sin e0n u9pomonh|=). But Joel Marcus argues, in an article by this 
name, that “Blanks and Gaps in the Markan Parable of the Sower” are intentional: 
the absence of critical information constitutes a “gap,” an ambiguity intentionally 
designed to provoke reflection on the part of hearers and readers of the text.6

5 See further Michael P. Knowles, “Abram and the Birds in Jubilees 11: A Subtext for the Parable of 
the Sower?” NTS 41 (1995): pp. 145–51.

6 Joel Marcus, “Blanks and Gaps in the Markan Parable of the Sower,” BibInt 5 (1997): pp. 247–67. 
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This particular “gap” is certainly provocative. As a general basis for comparison 
(however unscientific and imprecise), sifting through internet resources suggests 
that in premodern Europe, typical wheat yields were 3:1 or 4:1; Chinese wheat 
farmers in the twelfth century apparently achieved yields of 10:1, while the Eng-
lish in the 1700’s and American farmers in the 1800’s managed only 8:1. According 
to one of my students, whose father farmed wheat south of Brantford, Ontario, 
two bushels of seed will yield between 50 and 100 bushels of wheat per acre, de-
pending on the weather and general growing conditions, which is a yield of be-
tween 25:1 and 50:1. By contrast, according to Robert McIver, realistic estimates 
suggest that “a four-fold or five-fold yield is probably typical of much of the Med-
iterranean world in antiquity, especially in Palestine.” As a result, “even the grain 
that gave a yield of thirty-fold was not only exceptional, it was miraculous in first-
century Palestine.”7 In his study of contemporary social and economic conditions, 
Douglas Oakman observes that contrary to the vigilance, diligence, and back-
breaking labour required of a peasant farmer, divine providence alone is capable of 
triumphing over the impediments of nature so as to produce such an abundantly 
bountiful crop.8 This sense of divine provision is confirmed by the next parable 
that appears in Mark’s gospel, concerning seed that bears fruit “of itself [au0toma/
th],” while the farmer rests from his labours. Such a mystery is beyond human 
understanding: the sower himself “does not know how” the seed comes to fruition 
(Mark 4:26–29).9

Were the point not already obvious to any one of Jesus’ hard-working listeners, 
detailed knowledge of the biblical text only serves to confirm the interpretation he 
intends. In Gen 26, Isaac undergoes a series of experiences reminiscent of his fa-
ther’s life: like Abraham before him, he too suffers through famine, receives a di-
vine visitation (complete with the promise of blessing for his “seed”) and passes off 
his wife as a sister in order to avoid conflict with the subjects of Abimelech (Gen 
26:1–11). Thereupon, according to Gen 26:12, “Isaac sowed seed in that land, and in 
the same year reaped a hundredfold, for the Lord blessed him.” As it turns out, 
this passage is unique in Hebrew Scripture in describing a hundredfold multipli-
cation of seed.

The Hebrew text (Myr)# h)fm') can be pointed either with šîn: Myri)f#;$ (“one 
hundred measures”) or with śîn: Myri)o#;o (“barley a hundredfold”). The Septuagint 

7 Robert K. McIver, “One Hundred-Fold Yield—Miraculous or Mundane? Matthew 13.8, 23; Mark 
4.8, 20; Luke 8.8,” NTS 40 (1994), pp. 607–608; cf. Joel Marcus, Mark 1–8: A New Translation and 
Commentary (AB 27; New York: Doubleday, 2000), pp. 292–93; Gildas H. Hamel, Poverty and 
Charity in Roman Palestine, First Three Centuries C.E. (Berkeley, Calif.: University of California 
Press, 1990), pp. 125–37.

8 Douglas E. Oakman, Jesus and the Economic Questions of His Day (Studies in the Bible and Early 
Christianity 8; Lewiston, NY: Mellen, 1986), pp. 100–108. 

9 Cf. Oakman, Economic Questions, pp. 109–14.
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reflects the latter option, while indicating (more clearly than do most English 
translations) the sense of the Hebrew that the cause of this extraordinary yield is 
God’s blessing: “Isaac sowed in that land and in that year found barley bearing a 
hundredfold; for the Lord blessed him.”10 That a hundredfold yield is the particu-
lar mark of God’s favour is confirmed, incidentally, by the account in the Sibylline 
Oracles (from the mid-second century bce) that briefly describes the Exodus and 
giving of the Law (Sib. Or. 3:248–60), then, with an abrupt change of subject, con-
cludes, “For [Israel] alone the fertile soil yields fruit from one- to a hundredfold, 
and the measures of God are produced” (3:263–64).11

Whether, then, one is simply a rural Palestinian farmer, one of the ‘am ha-aretz, 
the unlettered “people of the land,” or one well-versed in Scripture and familiar 
with its traditions, one might reasonably be expected to recognize that the seed in 
this parable and the “word” in the life of the hearer multiply thirty, sixty, and a 
hundredfold not through the efforts of the farmer or because of any intrinsic merit 
or ability on the part of the recipients, but simply because the Lord blesses them, 
just as God blessed Isaac in the book of Genesis. The parable implicitly draws at-
tention to God’s role in bringing the seed to fruitfulness, precisely because human 
efforts fail. In Pauline terms, the parable is about the frequent failure of the “word” 
as a means of human communication, in contrast to the triumph of grace. Stated 
in the strongest possible terms, words themselves have no inherent power to pro-
duce the life that God desires, any more than hearers have it in themselves to tri-
umph over spiritual adversity and thereby bring forth spiritual fruit. There could 
be no more striking illustration of this truth than the unexpected recognition that 
Jesus’ own words fail initially to bear fruit in the lives of his closest disciples, who 
succumb to the very obstacles and forms of opposition of which the parable clear-
ly forewarns them.

So what possible guidance might this parable offer for our own ministries of 
preaching, teaching, and “sowing the word” (if they can rightly be characterized 
as such)? A first answer has to do with a gap in the explanation that can only be 
filled by knowledge of the biblical text, and the appeal to divine blessing that it 
implies. If our own words are to bear fruit, by implication, it will only be by virtue 
of grace. There is a certain elegance—perhaps even a degree of irony—in this 
observation. Those who preach and teach God’s “word” require their hearers to 
recognize the blessing to which the sacred text bears witness. Yet if preachers 
themselves fail to recognize that same blessing—if preachers fail to rely on the 
one true source of life and spiritual transformation—it will leave them labouring 

10 E!speiren de\ Isaak e0n th|= gh|= e0kei/nh| kai\ eu[ren e0n tw~| e0niautw~| e0kei/nw| e9katosteu/ousan kriqh/n 
eu0lo/ghsen de\ au0to\n ku/rioj.

11 e0c e9no\j ei0j e9kato/n, tele/qonto/ te me/tra qeoi~o. The translation is that of John J. Collins, OTP 
1.368. On the dating of Sib. Or. 3, see OTP 1.355. 
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anxiously over their structure, diction, and delivery; pursuing the latest preaching 
fad; and fearful of a failed harvest, like the farmer who fails to see that all the 
worry in the world cannot cause the grain to germinate, much less to produce a 
life-giving harvest.

A second—much briefer—answer to the challenging questions posed by Jesus’ 
parable of the Sower has to do with the metaphor of “seed,” the implications of 
which would have been considerably more accessible to those whose first language 
was Aramaic, and all the more so to those familiar with the Hebrew of Holy 
Scripture. To begin with, the nation of Israel is frequently described in Scripture 
as God’s “planting.” Exodus 15:17, which celebrates God’s deliverance of his people 
out of Egypt, provides a case in point: “You brought them in and planted them on 
the mountain of your own possession.” Or we may think of Isaiah’s famous para-
ble of the vineyard:

And now I will tell you what I will do to my vineyard. … I will 
make it a waste; it shall not be pruned or hoed, and it shall be 
overgrown with briers and thorns. … For the vineyard of the 
Lord of hosts is the house of Israel, and the people of Judah 
are his pleasant planting. (Isa 5:5–7)

More specifically, the people of God in particular are “seed.” In both Hebrew and 
Aramaic, the word )rz means not only the seed that the sower sows in the field, 
but equally the “seed” and offspring of humans and animals alike. Israel itself is 
the “seed” of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. “Then the Lord appeared to Abram, and 
said, ‘To your seed I will give this land’” (Gen 12:7). God declares to Isaac, “‘I will 
make your seed as numerous as the stars of heaven, and will give to your seed all 
these lands; and all the nations of the earth shall gain blessing for themselves 
through your seed’” (Gen 26:4), just as God later promises Jacob at Bethel, “‘The 
land that I gave to Abraham and Isaac I will give to you, and I will give the land 
to your seed after you’” (Gen 35:12). Lest the point be lost, the term that appears in 
the Greek of Mark’s Gospel, spe/rma, is the same one used by the Septuagint to 
translate all those Hebrew references to “seed” in its various literal, metaphorical, 
and transfigurative senses.

A recognition of what would have been self-evident to a first-century audience 
tends to allow for the confirmation of N.T. Wright’s contention that the parable 
of the Sower amounts to a retelling of the story—the history—of God’s people.12 
But to take this reasoning one step further, the imagery in this parable of seed that 
fails to bear fruit implies further questions that remain current for the church of 
today: “Who are the true people of God?”; “Who are the true seed of God’s prom-

12 N.T. Wright. Jesus and the Victory of God. Christian Origins and the Question of God (vol. 2; 
Minneapolis: Fortress, 1996), pp. 230–39.
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ise and planting?”; and, above all, “How is it that this seed, this planting, this 
people can come to bear spiritual fruit of their own?” The answers to this second 
set of questions imply the conclusions from the preceding discussion: the true 
people of God are those whose identity is not principally shaped by cultural alle-
giance or denominational pedigree or confessional conformity or ethical achieve-
ment, but by the fact that their lives depend—actively and practically and imme-
diately—on God’s gift of life. Surely this applies as much to preachers as to their 
congregations, if not more so.

Of the three questions with which we began, only the identity of the sower 
remains to be clarified: “the sower sows the word” (Mark 4:14). In none of the 
Synoptic gospels is the sower directly identified. Perhaps that is because his iden-
tity is simply assumed: the sower must be Jesus. But to risk here only the briefest 
of detours, the apostle Paul provides a clue that something deeper may also be at 
work behind or beneath this parable. In contrasting Adam and Christ, with their 
respective legacies of death and resurrection, Paul also speaks repeatedly—if un-
expectedly—of seeds and sowing: 

What you sow does not come to life unless it dies. And as for 
what you sow, you do not sow the body that is to be, but a bare 
seed, perhaps of wheat or of some other grain. But God gives it 
a body as he has chosen, and to each kind of seed its own body.

So it is with the resurrection of the dead. What is sown 
is perishable, what is raised is imperishable. It is sown in 
dishonour, it is raised in glory. It is sown in weakness, it is raised 
in power. It is sown a physical body, it is raised a spiritual body. 
(1 Cor 15:36–38, 42–44)

Paul can speak in this way because Adam himself is the “seed” first sown by God’s 
life-giving word, formed from earth and eventually returned to earth, who in his 
own lifetime sows seed of his own, notwithstanding the thorns that frustrate his 
labours and the offspring who turn aside from God’s ways, sometimes in pursuit 
of prosperity and of other worldly concerns. Adam is both sower and sown, the 

“seed” who proceeds from God’s life-giving word who must “go forth and multiply” 
across the face of the earth. Just so, the sower in the parable “sows the word,” says 
Mark 4:14, and Luke 8:11 makes the meaning unmistakable: “The seed is the word 
of God.” Yet in the verses immediately following the seed is no longer the thing 
preached, but those who hear and forget, rejoice only to fall away, listen at first 
but become distracted, or ultimately bear fruit. The “seed” is no longer the “word,” 
but those in whom the word has been sown. This unexpected conceptual fluidity 
whereby words become seeds and seeds become people is possible because behind 
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the parable—as Paul would have known—lies the story of Adam, the first of all 
into whom God spoke life.

Who, then, is the sower? Is it God, who speaks the life-giving word? Is it Jesus, 
whom Paul will later call the “last Adam” (1 Cor 15:45)? Neither the parable itself 
nor the interpretation offers a direct answer, although the fact that in Mark’s gos-
pel Jesus himself repeatedly speaks the “word” to those who will listen provides as 
clear an indication as we will find of the direction of his thought. The imagery 
seems to imply that this is one like Adam, sowing a word that becomes a people 
despite the difficulties posed by Satan, by persecution, and by the distractions of 
an ungodly world.

However lengthy our detour into the world of Jesus’ day, we are nonetheless 
not far from the task of preaching in our own. It does not take preachers very 
long—at least if they are spiritually sensitive—to grow tired of the sound of their 
own voices. We are painfully aware of the inadequacy of our rhetoric, the inability 
of our words alone to effect the transformation for which our listeners yearn. If 
we are honest with ourselves, we are forced to admit that blaming our hearers for 
hardness of heart, for yielding to temptation or being distracted by other inter-
ests, is not a complete explanation should our preaching at first fail to bear the 
desired spiritual fruit. We might even have to admit that becoming “gospel-hard-
ened” is no less a danger for preachers whose familiarity with the word of God 
can itself breed contempt. Might we also be at fault for presuming that we our-
selves, alone among the many preachers ever sent to this particular congregation, 
should at last be the ones to proclaim the “real” gospel to them? Above all, in the 
case of the newly-minted pastor sent to a long-suffering rural congregation 
that—lamentably—can afford no better, a proper evangelical confidence in the 
power of the preached word too often morphs unaccountably into confidence in 
the power of the preacher. Karl Barth has a scathing response to such easy 
presumption:

What are you doing, you man, with the word of God upon your 
lips? Upon what grounds do you assume the role of mediator 
between heaven and earth? Who has authorized you to take 
your place there and to generate religious feeling? And, to 
crown all, to do so with results, with success? Did one ever hear 
of such overweening presumption … such brazenness! One 
does not with impunity usurp the prerogative of God!13

Barth concludes his rhetorical interrogation in decisive fashion: “The word of God 

13 Karl Barth, The Word of God and the Word of Man (New York: Harper, 1957), pp. 124, 125–26 (quoted 
in Avery Dulles, Models of the Church, Expanded Edition [New York: Doubleday, 2000], pp. 161–62).
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on the lips of a man is an impossibility; it does not happen; no one will ever ac-
complish it or see it accomplished.”14

“Even so,” responds the beleaguered preacher (evangelical or otherwise), “the 
task of preaching is surely to sow the word of God, a word that sometimes, mi-
raculously, bears fruit as it brings forth new life in those who hear it.” Just so. But 
if that is to be the case, the parable of the Sower brings a series of important 
theological qualifications to the fore.

At the head of the list is the reminder that only on the shallowest of readings 
can the parable of the Sower support an argument for the authority of the preach-
er, perhaps even of the preached word. On the contrary, whether in relation to 
Jesus’ ensuing explanation or in the context of Mark’s gospel as a whole, the par-
able depicts the troubling and mysterious powerlessness of the word of God when 
faced with various and obstinate forms of opposition that are arrayed against it. 
Even when the preacher is Jesus and the hearers are his chosen apostles. Preachers 
know this only too well from their own, equally troubling experience, even if—as 
heirs of the Reformation—we are sometimes reluctant to admit it.

Perhaps an explanation for this can be found in a second major characteristic 
of classic evangelicalism: its crucicentrism, its focus on the cross of Christ. Wheth-
er we appeal in this regard to the theology of Paul, to the theologia crucis of Martin 
Luther, or to the more recent work of scholars such as Michael Gorman and 
Andrew Purves, discipleship itself is dominated by the cross.15 This is true not only 
in the specifically forensic sense that the cross is the place where we are reconciled 
to God, but also in the broader sense that the cross and resurrection of Jesus an-
nounce the true dimensions of Christian discipleship. Discipleship is a constant 
process of dying to self, being united with Christ, and turning in utter dependence 
to God who raises the dead. Luther, Gorman, and Purves—amongst many 
others—explain the cruciform pattern of discipleship and ministry in greater 
depth and detail than is possible here. But they concur that preaching too is esp-
sentially cruciform, an act of submission to conditions established by Jesus’ own 
ministry whereby preachers renounce all pretension to power or domination. They 
give up, in short, trying to generate a response, instead leaving the results to God. 
In the words of Charles Campbell,

Not only is the preacher’s message shaped by the story of Jesus … 
but the very act of preaching itself is a performance of Scripture, 

14 Barth, Word of God, pp. 124, 125–26.
15 For an introduction to this theological orientation see, inter alia, Michael J. Gorman, Cruciformity: 

Paul’s Narrative Spirituality of the Cross (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001); Andrew Purves, The 
Crucifixion of Ministry: Surrendering Our Ambitions to the Service of Christ (Downers Grove: IVP, 
2007); and Walther von Loewenich, Luther’s Theology of the Cross (trans. Herbert J. A. Bowman; 
Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1976). 
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an embodiment of God’s reign after the pattern of Jesus… . 
Preachers accept a strange kind of powerlessness, which finally 
relies on God to make effective not only individual sermons, 
but the very practice of preaching itself; like the Word made 
flesh, the preacher’s words must be “redeemed by God” to be 
effective.16

Paul states the matter more succinctly, referring to his own ministry of procla-
mation: “I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the growth. So neither the one 
who plants nor the one who waters is anything, but only God who gives the growth” 
(1 Cor 3:6–7). All this to say, second, that as the parable itself makes clear, the ul-
timate effectiveness of preaching, like the fruitfulness of the seed, depends more 
on God than on the presumed authority of the “sower” or the suitability of the 

“soil” in which the word is sown. Here Jesus’ words to Andrew and Philip about his 
own life and the lives of those who follow him are apt: “Very truly, I tell you, unless 
a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains just a single grain; but if it 
dies, it bears much fruit” ( John 12:24). Because it is true of Jesus himself, and true 
in the lives of his followers, it is true even of the word that he speaks, the seed that 
he sows, and so it is true also of the words spoken and sown by those who preach 
in his stead. 

This is good news for preachers, third, because it implies the ultimate triumph 
of grace even should words initially fail to produce the desired effect. Notwith-
standing our own stumbling, stammering, and mumbling of the word of God, that 
same word will yet bear fruit because it is God who gives life to those who dis-
cover themselves to be powerless and dead. Just when we realize—so long as we 
realize—that we have no ability of ourselves to do the works of God, God chooses 
for that very reason to work through us.

Fourth and finally, this parable, which no longer looks nearly as familiar as it 
once seemed, announces the true purpose of preaching. If Adam is both sower and 
seed; if Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob are the seed of God’s promise; if God’s people 
are God’s planting, sown and brought to life by the life-giving power of a bounti-
ful God, then the proper purpose of preaching is to form the community of faith. 
The purpose of preaching is not to major on “family values” or “victorious Chris-
tian living,” but to declare that to live we must first die, and that only in dying may 
we yield to the life-giving grace of God. If it is true to this parable, preaching 
proclaims that to be “God’s field, God’s building” (1 Cor 3:9), the church of Christ 
is not ultimately sustained by the latest church-growth strategy, by organizational 
acumen, by technological novelty, or by an appeal to culture in whatever form. 

16 Charles L. Campbell, Preaching Jesus: New Directions for Homiletics in Hans Frei’s Postliberal 
Hermeneutic (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), p. 216, emphasis original.
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Further, preaching itself cannot be reduced to rhetoric, to clever word-smithing, or 
the power of persuasion. All these may prove helpful, to a limited extent. But 
preaching that knows its own weakness, carried out by preachers profoundly con-
vinced of their own frailty, creates a church that lives by the power of God alone. 

“We have,” as no less a preacher than John Stott explains with reference to Paul at 
Corinth,

a weak message, Christ crucified, which is proclaimed by weak 
preachers who are full of fear and trembling, and is received by 
weak hearers who are socially despised by the world. God chose 
a weak instrument (Paul) to bring a weak message (the cross) to 
weak people (the Corinthian working classes), but through that 
triple weakness he demonstrated his almighty power.17 

This kind of preaching, and this kind of congregation, resembles Christ himself. 
Christ who, as Paul explains to those same converts, “was crucified in weakness, 
but lives by the power of God” (2 Cor 13:4). Christ whose life sets the pattern for 
pastors and preachers, as it does for Paul’s own ministry: “For we are weak in him, 
but in dealing with you we will live with him by the power of God” (2 Cor 13:4). 
Christ who, should our preaching follow the model proposed by this parable in 
its Markan setting, provides the pattern and only true source for the life of the 
congregation as a whole.

How, then, does preaching “work”? The sower, who must die, sows a word that 
will die, amongst hearers who discover themselves to be among the dying and the 
dead. Preaching “works” when it acknowledges that it cannot, of itself, accomplish 
the works of God. Preaching is the process of letting go of the Word of God, pre-
cisely because it is God’s word, letting the seed fall where it may, because (except 
in the case of Jesus) it is the seed, not the sower, that brings forth new life. This (to 
echo one of the classic formulas of the Reformation) is preaching “by faith alone,” 

“by Scripture alone,” “by grace alone,” “through Christ alone,” with all “glory to 
God alone,” for preachers and hearers alike.

17 John R. W. Stott, “Power Through Weakness (1 Corinthians 1:17–2:5),” in The Folly of Preaching: 
Models and Methods (ed. Michael P. Knowles; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), p. 138.


