The Parable of the Sower

Matthew 13:3-9, 18-23  (  Mark 4:3-9, 14-20  ( Luke 8:5-8, 11-15

Eldred G. Smith - We frequently refer to this parable in reference to missionary work.  The gospel is preached to many, and to each the same is taught.  The seed is the same—the same quality, the same strength, same value—yet some persons accept quickly, some more slowly, some not at all.  Some fall away and leave the Church, as the parable declares.  Some remain steadfast to the truth.  (Conference Report, April 1969, p.79-81)
James E. Talmage - Though commonly known to us as the Parable of the Sower, the story could be expressively designated as the Parable of the Four Kinds of Soil.  It is the ground upon which the seed is cast, to which the story most strongly directs our attention, and which so aptly is made to symbolize the softened or the hardened heart, the clean or the thorn-infested soil.  Observe the grades of soil, given in the increasing order of their fertility: 
1. The compacted highway, the wayside path, on which, save by a combination of fortuitous circumstances practically amounting to a miracle, no seed can possibly strike root or grow; 
2. The thin layer of soil covering an impenetrable bed-rock, wherein seed may sprout yet can never mature; 
3. The weed-encumbered field, capable of producing a rich crop but for the jungle of thistles and thorns; and -

4. The clean rich mold receptive and fertile.  Yet even soils classed as good are of varying degrees of productiveness, yielding an increase of thirty, sixty, or even a hundred fold, with many inter-gradations.  (Jesus the Christ, p. 264)
Fours

In the ancient world the number four symbolized geographic totality, implying “everyone.”  (Scriptural Symbols for the Latter Days by Andrew C. Skinner and W. Jeffrey Marsh, p. 23.  For example, “the four corners of the earth” and “the four winds”.)
Four Types of Ground
1. Those by the way side. (Luke 8:12)
2. They on the rock. (Luke 8:13)
3. And that which fell among thorns. (Luke 8:14)
4. But that on the good ground. (Luke 8:15)
Four Types of People

1. They that hear; then cometh the devil, and taketh away the word out of their hearts, lest they should believe and be saved. (Luke 8:12)
2. They, which, when they hear, receive the word with joy; and these have no root, which for a while believe, and in time of temptation fall away. (Luke 8:13)
3. They, which, when they have heard, go forth, and are choked with cares and riches and pleasures of this life, and bring no fruit to perfection. (Luke 8:14)
4. They, which in an honest and good heart, having heard the word, keep it, and bring forth fruit with patience. (Luke 8:15)  … And brought forth fruit –

a. Some thirtyfold, 

b. Some sixtyfold, 

c. Some an hundredfold.  (Matthew 13:8)
Four Groups in Lehi’s Vision
1. Lost their way, “wandered off and were lost” (1 Nephi 8:23) because of an exceedingly great mist of darkness.
2. Caught hold of the iron rod, but became “ashamed” after partaking of the fruit.  (1 Nephi 8:25)
3. Those persons in and going toward the great and spacious building.  (1 Nephi 8:26-28) 

4. Caught hold of the iron rod (“the word of God”), pressed forward, “continually holding fast” (1 Nephi 8:30), and partook of the fruit.  
Four Levels after the Resurrection
1. Outer Darkness

2. Telestial Kingdom
3. Terrestrial Kingdom

4. Celestial Kingdom

· In the celestial glory there are three heavens or degrees.  (D&C 131:1)
(The material on the fours is adapted from Scriptural Symbols for the Latter Days by Andrew C. Skinner and W. Jeffrey Marsh, p. 23-25.)
Richard Lloyd Anderson - But even when the seed grows, it does so with various degrees of success, as good ground may have low, medium, and high yields. (Matt. 13:23) This parable is a story of vital personal relevance, for everyone hearing the gospel message can find his own “category” and evaluate his “yield.”  (How to Read a Parable,” Ensign, Sep 1974, 58)

E. Keith Howick – Various applications of this parable can be made to the gospel in everyday life, but the simplicity of the parable and its common scenery were contemporary with the time, place, and circumstance in which Jesus was laboring, and depicted the reaction of the people to him and his ministry.  The sower performed his job in a typical and recognizable manner, and the seed was good.  Only the soils were different.  The parable taught clearly where the responsibility lay with regard to the kingdom of God and the reception of the gospel. It was not with the sower and it was not in the seed - it was in the “soil,” the heart of man.  (The Parables of Jesus, p. 29-30)
Seeds, Soil and Alma 32
Although Alma 32 is remembered primarily as a sermon on faith, the first 25 of its 43 verses are about another fundamental principal of the gospel.  What is it?

Hugh Nibley - Humus is the earth, and humility means "down to the earth."  [In an ancient document] the Egyptians call it grinding your forehead in the dirt.  You are lowering yourself as low as you can get in the dust.  (Teachings of the Book of Mormon, Semester 1, p. 441)
Why does everybody kneel [in 3rd Nephi 16-20]?  Because kneeling is a position of concentration.  It's not an ordinary position. … You lower yourself.  That's what humility is. Humilis means putting yourself on the earth; the humus, as you know, is the earth. Humilis is to be humble and to kneel on the earth.  You not only put yourself in that position, but you're more receptive. You're alert and waiting.  You've struck this special posture and you wait in that posture until you've finished what you're doing, what you're going to receive, or what you're going to concentrate on. (Teachings of the Book of Mormon, Semester 1, p. 350)
Humble – 1. not proud or haughty; not arrogant or assertive.  2. reflecting, expressing, or offered in a spirit of deference or submission … from Latin humilis low, humble, from humus earth; akin to Greek chthOn earth, chamai on the ground. (www.m-w.com)
[There is a play on words in Alma 32 between the seed’s growth of faith to the humus (soil) of humility.  This works in English but we have not read of any such link in Hebrew.  However in the Book of Mormon humility is certainly related to being lowly in the dust (dirt).]
Mosiah 21:13 - And they did humble themselves even to the dust.
Alma 34:38 - Take upon you the name of Christ; that ye humble yourselves even to the dust.

Alma 42:30 - But do you let the justice of God, and his mercy, and his long-suffering have full sway in your heart; and let it bring you down to the dust in humility?
Helaman 12:7-8 - They are less than the dust of the earth.  For behold, the dust of the earth moveth hither and thither…
James E. Faust - I have learned to admire, respect, and love the good people from every race, culture, and nation that I have been privileged to visit.  In my experience, no race or class seems superior to any other in spirituality and faithfulness.  Those who seem less caring spiritually are those individuals—regardless of race, culture, or nationality—spoken of by the Savior in the parable of the sower who are “choked with cares and riches and pleasures of this life, and bring no fruit to perfection.” (Luke 8:14)  (“Heirs to the Kingdom of God,” Ensign, May 1995, p. 61)
Neal A. Maxwell - Our Shepherd, Jesus Christ, has repeatedly given us counsel, brethren, about those things which can cause some in His flock to become inactive, indifferent, offended, or to fall away. The cares and pleasures of the world, temptation, persecution, tribulation—all take their toll; so do being wronged, being ignored, and seeing hypocrisy in others. (See  Matt. 13:21;  Matt. 24:10;  Luke 8:13–14.)  (“A Brother Offended” Ensign, May 1982, p. 37)
Richard G. Scott - The parable of the sower taught by Jesus is generally considered to describe how the word of the Lord is received by different individuals as it is preached.  Consider for a moment how the same parable may apply to you in different circumstances in your life, as you face challenges or come under strong influences.  The word, or teachings of the Savior, can come to you in many ways: as you observe others, or through your own prayer or pondering the scriptures, or through the guidance of the Holy Ghost.  …Mentally examine your life.  See if there are periods when correct teachings find in you conditions unsuitable to receive them and consequently the promised fruits of happiness, peace, and progress are lost.

…This parable illustrates that the degree to which you willingly obey those things you know you should do, resisting the rationalization to do otherwise, will determine how truly converted you are, therefore, how fully the Lord can bless you.

True conversion yields the fruit of enduring happiness that can be enjoyed even when the world is in turmoil and most are anything but happy.  Of a group of individuals in difficulty, the Book of Mormon teaches: “They did fast and pray oft, and did wax stronger and stronger in their humility, and firmer and firmer in the faith of Christ, unto the filling their souls with joy and consolation, yea, even to the purifying and the sanctification of their hearts, which sanctification cometh because of their yielding their hearts unto God.” (Helaman 3:35)  (“Full Conversion Brings Happiness,” Ensign, May 2002, 24) 

James E. Faust - Alma said that when we feel the seed of the gospel growing, it will enlarge our souls, enlighten our understanding, and be delicious to our taste.  May God bless you to have the experience that these words describe … (“Of Seeds and Soils,” Ensign, Nov. 1999, p. 46)
D&C 132:19 - … They shall pass by the angels, and the gods, which are set there, to their exaltation and glory in all things, as hath been sealed upon their heads, which glory shall be a fulness and a continuation of the seeds forever and ever.
 (Lesson by Zan and Misty Larsen, http://lessons.elarsen.net)

(  Extra Material  (
D&C  86:1-2 - Verily, thus saith the Lord unto you my servants, concerning the parable of the wheat and of the tares: Behold, verily I say, the field was the world, and the apostles were the sowers of the seed;
Carl B. Pratt - And the parable of the sower (see Luke 8:4-15) will mean more to a young person who becomes a missionary and experiences the sorrow of watching the gospel seed sprout in the heart of an investigator, only to soon wither away. (“Parables of Jesus: Prophecy for Our Day,” Ensign, Jan. 2003, p. 60)
Frank F. Judd Jr. - Jesus primarily employed two types of parables, depending upon His audience. The first is what we might call “parables of instruction,” which the Savior used to teach His disciples and curious seekers about basic gospel principles. These parables included such commonplace people and objects as a sower, an empty house, a great supper, a lost coin, a steward, a servant, laborers in a field, sheep and goats, as well as vines and branches. The principles taught include “faith, repentance, baptism, development of talents, forgiveness, perseverance in doing good, being a profitable steward, charity, mercy, and obedience.”  Other parables might be described as “parables of rebuke” which the Savior directed toward those who had ill will for Him. The parables of the two sons, the wicked husbandmen, and the marriage of the king’s son (see Matt. 21–22), which specifically condemn those who were conspiring against Him, are examples of this type of parable.

The Savior sometimes used a single parable to both instruct and rebuke. For example, the parable of the lost sheep teaches on one occasion about Heavenly Father’s genuine concern for our welfare (see Matt. 18:12–14), while on another occasion, it delivers a rebuke to a group of Pharisees and scribes for their self-righteousness (see Luke 15:1–7). (“Parables of Jesus: The Priceless Parables,” Ensign, Jan 2003, 56)

Richard Lloyd Anderson - Jesus anticipated man’s varied responses to his messages. The leading example of that is the parable of the sower, which Elder Talmage suggested should be named “The Four Kinds of Soil,” since its main point concerns the way we respond to the seed of the gospel. (Jesus the Christ, p. 284)  Jesus explained this in detail—how in some the seed fails to root at all, and in others it roots but withers because of lack of determination in serving God, and in still others the gospel seedlings are choked by the weeds of worldliness and materialism. (See Matt. 13:18–22) But even when the seed grows, it does so with various degrees of success, as good ground may have low, medium, and high yields. (Matt. 13:23) This parable is a story of vital personal relevance, for everyone hearing the gospel message can find his own “category” and evaluate his “yield.”  (How to Read a Parable,” Ensign, Sep 1974, 58)

James E. Faust - The Book of Mormon provides several examples of seed that fell by the wayside.  One of them is in the account of the Zoramites.  Alma records that the Zoramites “had had the word of God preached unto them.  But they had fallen into great errors, for they would not observe to keep the commandments of God.”  (Alma 31:8–9) 

Alma headed a mission to reclaim them. In his teaching, Alma compared the word unto a seed and reasoned with them:  “Now, if ye give place, that a seed may be planted in your heart, behold, if it be a true seed, or a good seed, if ye do not cast it out by your unbelief, that ye will resist the Spirit of the Lord, behold, it will begin to swell within your breasts; and when you feel these swelling motions, ye will begin to say within yourselves—It must needs be that this is a good seed, or that the word is good, for it beginneth to enlarge my soul; yea, it beginneth to enlighten my understanding.” (Alma 32:28)  The account reveals that many of the poor among the Zoramites were converted and joined the righteous people of Ammon in the land of Jershon after Alma and his companions replanted the seed.

Some seeds fell upon stony places in the early days of the Church when the Prophet Joseph Smith issued calls to several converts to serve as missionaries. One of them was Simonds Ryder, who was ordained an elder on June 6, 1831, by Joseph Smith. After reading the revelation that pertained to him and finding that his name had been spelled “Rider” instead of “Ryder,” he became offended, apparently unaware that Joseph Smith often dictated revelations to his scribes. His disillusionment over the misspelling of his name led not only to his apostasy but ultimately to his infamy in helping to tar and feather the Prophet Joseph.  Like the seed that fell upon stony places, Simonds Ryder joyfully received the word at first but quickly became offended over a trivial matter and lost his place in the kingdom of God.

Sometimes thorns choke the seedbed, as was the case with the rich young man who asked the Savior what he needed to do to inherit eternal life. He stated that he had kept all the Ten Commandments from his youth and asked, “What lack I yet?” Recognizing the young man’s attachment to his riches, Jesus taught him about a higher law of the gospel: “Sell [all] that thou hast, and give to the poor, and thou shalt have treasure in heaven: and come and follow me.” Matthew records, “When the young man heard that saying, he went away sorrowful: for he had great possessions.”  (Matt. 19:20–22) The seed had been planted in this young man, but because of his riches, it had fallen among the thorns and became choked.

Today, as we travel throughout the world, we see that many seeds have fallen into good ground. We meet wonderful, stalwart members of the Church who are faithful and dedicated. Some of us who have sown seeds as missionaries may have felt that those seeds fell on hard ground. It is not always possible to know the consequences of one single contact. 

…Each of us needs to nourish our seeds of faith so that they continue to take root. President Hinckley has strongly urged us to help the new members prepare their souls so that the seeds of faith planted by the missionaries can grow and develop.

…We also need to prepare our own seedbed of faith. To do this we need to plow the soil through daily humble prayer, asking for strength and forgiveness. We need to harrow the soil by overcoming our feelings of pride. We need to prepare the seedbed by keeping the commandments to the best of our ability. We need to be honest with the Lord in the payment of our tithing and our other offerings. We need to be worthy and able to call forth the great powers of the priesthood to bless ourselves, our families, and others for whom we have responsibility. There is no better place for the spiritual seeds of our faith to be nurtured than within the hallowed sanctuaries of our temples and in our homes.

…We cannot be ashamed of the doctrine because it is not popular or socially acceptable. We must not apologize for what has been revealed through our prophets in our time. It is the word of the Lord to the world. There is always a price to be paid if we are to have a witness of this holy work. There is always a trial of our faith.  Alma said that when we feel the seed of faith growing, it will enlarge our souls, enlighten our understanding, and be delicious to our taste. (“Of Seeds and Soils,” Ensign, Nov 1999, 46)
John K. Carmack - Alma … explained that one must start on the road to a testimony by having a desire, or as he stated, you must “awake and arouse your faculties, even to an experiment upon my words, and exercise a particle of faith, … even if ye can no more than desire to believe.” (Alma 32:27; italics added.)
Desire begets faith and testimony. [No it doesn’t.  Who has received a testimony simply by wanting one, without work and study?  The scripture sited even tells us we can begin with desire, then we need to do more.]  Testimony isn’t achieved by logic and study. [Hopefully he means “logic and study alone”.  If so, pity he did not say it.  Logic and study are important ingredients in gaining a testimony.  Don’t denegrate them.  Faith is a strong enough point on it own without tearing down something else.  President Hinckley said, “This religion is demanding. It requires self-discipline. It requires study and courage and faith.”  (Ensign, Jun 1996, p. 2)]  For example, we can list hundreds of evidences that the Book of Mormon and the New Testament are true, but the skeptic can probably match us point by point. Without desire, the skeptic is “ever learning, and never able to come to the knowledge of the truth.” (2 Tim. 3:7)  I don’t believe it was ever intended that the gospel be proven true by physical or documentary evidence acceptable to all. [Then why did Moses, Elijah and others perform their miracles of staffs to snakes and roasting the priests of Baal?  Some skeptics were not convinced, others were.  Even so, the intent might still have been to leave everyone without excuse.  Be careful to not disparage “physical or documentary evidence” simply to elevate spiritual testimony.  There can be both.]  In this life, the believer must come to his witness by faith, not by logic and proof alone.  [Greek philosophy held that reason and faith are opposites.  This writer apparently agrees.  He has been fed it by western culture since his birth.  The Book of Mormon and the Doctrine and Covenants do not come from western culture and are not swayed by the ancient Greeks.  See D&C 50:10 , Samuel 12:7.]  And the starting point is to place the ingredient of desire in our soil.

A spiritual experiment similar to scientific procedures is the way one gains conviction about gospel principles and is an essential ingredient in achieving the rich soil in which the seed of testimony may grow.

Jesus explained, “If any man will do his will, he shall know of the doctrine, whether it be of God, or whether I speak of myself.” (John 7:17) In other words, as you try it you can know it is true. This requires the faith to try, but it yields spiritual evidence. To the disciple who tries the experiment will come conviction, knowledge, and light. As the disciple continues, he receives “more light; and that light groweth brighter and brighter until the perfect day.” (D&C 50:24)
The seed “will begin to swell … and when you feel these swelling motions, ye will begin to say within yourselves—It must needs be that this is a good seed, or that the word is good.” (Alma 32:28)
[This writer did not include the phrase in Alma about “beginneth to enlighten my understanding.”  We wonder what he makes of it,  or whether he didn’t notice it there in the same verse.  The phrase means that the seed of the word begins to energize our thinker thingies.  That happens in the selfsame process that increases our faith.] 

Yes, there are other ways to a testimony. Paul was converted by a heavenly manifestation. By study and reason one can find the truth. But a testimony based on reason and knowledge alone, without a spiritual witness,  can be in danger when a premise of its tight logic gets weak or crumbles. 
[Who is this writer addressing?  What is his concern?  Are there really people who base their testimony alone upon reason and logic?  How is that possible?  Isn’t the Holy Spirit helping them to discern those things, that the gospel makes sense, is reasonable, and it holds up to logic?  We are not in the same situation of other religions that rely at some point on essential “mystery”, unexplainable and forever uncomprehendable.  How does the writer attribute all that to merely mortal power?  If such a person does indeed exist and then falls away, is it not due to the other existing reasons alluded to in the parable, such as worldliness?
Does the writer really feel that people in the Church rely too heavily on reason?  If so perhaps a few hundred hours of sitting in any Ward Council selected at random might enlighten him otherwise. (  Does he feel new converts do likewise?  That would be a hard argument to support based upon the simple nature of the missionary lessons.]  
Thanks be to the Lord that my testimony is founded on faith and continues to grow through experience. I have seen, I have felt, and I know what I know.

Yes, I have a whole box of unanswered questions, none of them threatening to my testimony. [Which makes the writer exactly the same as anyone else in any major field of study, whether it’s biology, automotive mechanics or pastry baking.  All of those areas still have horizons yet to be explored and riddles to solve.  We do not give up on electricty just because no one yet understands wave/particle duality, or whatever it is.]  New questions enter that box regularly. Others come out of the box, yielding to both study and experience. My hope is that I will endure the summer heat and retain that testimony, anchored in Christ, until the end of my mortal probation.  (“The Soil and Roots of Testimony,” Ensign, Nov 1988, 25)
[This writer appears to be reacting to an issue in previous decades where wicked people within and without the Church tried to tear it down via reasoning against certain doctrines and policies.  We disagree however with the three-tiered response of labeling the individuals as “intellectuals”, twisting the meaning of that word into a negative, and claiming they had replaced faith with logic.  They had done no such thing.  They had instead replaced what little faith they ever had with poorly worked through notions.  In twenty-twenty hindsight their logic was riddled with flaws, and their objections failed to hold up under scrutingy.  
Instead of attacking reasoning, knowledge and logic, as some LDS individuals did, why not respond with sound reasoning and solid scriptural examples and explanations?  The restored gospel is huge, it is solid, it is sound, it holds up under scrutiny.  It makes sense.  It works.  It is valid.  It deserves a defense beyond brush-offs and labeling. 

If a particular leader does not have time to dissect an attack, then he or she can get some competant, faithful member or set of members who can.  As a people we are fully responsible to defend this gospel.  God has given us the tools and whispers to us the insights we need.  As a case in point, the Book of Mormon still holds up in all circumstances.  It is becoming more and more validated with each passing year.  Therefore we can take the path that, despite requiring effort, yields a virtuous, honest and praiseworthy response.]
Joseph Smith - But listen to the explanation of the parable of the Sower: "When any one heareth the word of the Kingdom, and understandeth it not, then cometh the wicked one, and catcheth away that which was sown in his heart.”  Now mark the expression - that which was sown in his heart.  This is he which receiveth seed by the way side.  Men who have no principle of righteousness in themselves, and whose hearts are full of iniquity, and have no desire for the principles of truth, do not understand the word of truth when they hear it.  The devil taketh away the word of truth out of their hearts, because there is no desire for righteousness in them ...   

… This parable was spoken to demonstrate the effects that are produced by the preaching of the word; and we believe that it has an allusion directly, to the commencement, or the setting up of the Kingdom in that age; therefore we shall continue to trace His sayings concerning this Kingdom from that time forth, even unto the end of the world. (History of The Church, v. 2, p. 260, 266-67)
Skinner and Marsh - The story itself, or elements of it, may have been heard by audiences in Palestine more than once.  A statement preserved in apocryphal literature indicates that the story line was well known and well used by other great teachers to illustrate their points:  “For just as the farmer sows many seeds in the ground and plants multitude of seedlings, and yet not all that have been sown will come up in due season, and not all that were planted will take root; so also those who have been sown in the world will not be saved.”  (2 Esdras 8:41)  (Scriptural Symbols for the Latter Days by Andrew C. Skinner and W. Jeffrey Marsh, p. 21.)
Hugh B. Brown - In explanation of the meaning of the parable, the Savior emphasized the responsibility of all who hear the word, and he expressed concern for the quality and depth of the soil in which the seeds are planted.  Mark defines the seed as the word of God (Luke 8:11): "When any one heareth the word of the kingdom, and understandeth it not, then cometh the wicked one, and catcheth away that which was sown in his heart.  This is he which received seed by the way side.
… This parable applies to all to whom the seed—the word of God—may come, whether they be lifetime members of the Church, new converts, or investigators seeking truth.  Let us be united in our prayers that the seeds of truth which may be broadcast during this conference may take root in fertile soil and bear fruit.  Paul said of some to whom the gospel was preached in his day that it did not profit them "… not being mixed with faith in them that heard it" (Heb. 4:2).  (Conference Report, April 1963, pp. 5-9)
