
 

The Parable of the Soils 
(Matthew 13:1-23; Mark 4:1-20; Luke 8:4-15) 

The Parable of the Soils is a favorite of those 
who promote Lordship doctrine; it has been said 
to me, “if you want to determine one’s theologi-
cal bent, see how they interpret the Parable of the 
Soils.”  Within the Lordship camp, it is promoted 
that the fourth soil is the only true believer, seen 
in that soil producing fruits, “some hundredfold, 
some sixty, some thirty” (Matthew 13:23).  They 
mention that this fourth soil is the only soil 
which is said to produce fruit.  The second soil is 
typically said to not represent a genuine believer 
because they only persevere “for a while” (Mat-
thew 13:21) and eventually fall away due to 
persecutions, while the third soil is not a genuine 
believer because it is “unfruitful” due to the 
“cares of the world and deceitfulness of riches” 
(Matthew 13:22).  Let’s examine each of these 
claims. 

 
Two significant things must be pointed out.  
First, it is of great importance when studying 
passages within the Gospel records, to determine 
if the same passage is mentioned by more than 
one Gospel writer.  For one must get the entire 
picture to make the appropriate interpretation 
and subsequent application.  Just as a police 



officer will attempt to get different witness ac-
counts of a crime to piece together the entire 
situation, such is a similar case with the histori-
cal records of the Gospels.  This parable is 
mentioned in Matthew 13:1-23, Mark 4:1-20, 
and Luke 8:4-15.   

 
Second, Mark records a very interesting state-
ment from Jesus Christ, namely that one’s 
understanding of all other parables hinges upon 
their understanding of this one (Mark 4:13).  So, 
biases and presuppositions must be placed aside, 
yet again, to seek a non-contradictory interpreta-
tion through systematic theology. 

 
In regard to the Lordship interpretation of this 
parable, I must admit that I agree with the inter-
pretation of the first soil, in which it does not 
represent a Christian.  This is evident, as seen in 
Matthew 13:19 that this individual does not 
comprehend the Gospel message, and Satan 
takes away the message from his heart.  Luke 
gives no misunderstanding when he records that 
the devil takes away the seed “lest they should 
believe and be saved” (Luke 8:12).  But this is 
the only area of agreement I can lay claim to with 
Lordship advocates, for the following reasons. 

 
Concerning the second soil, Dr. Wilkin points 
out the fact that the same Greek word is used in 



Luke 8:12 and 13, for “believe;”1 the difference 
is that the first soil (Luke 8:12) did not believe 
while the second did.  This is seen in the fact that 
Luke reveals that the result of the first soil not 
believing was that they did not get “saved” 
(Luke 8:12).  It is quite logical to then reason that 
the second soil, due to their belief, was in fact 
saved.  It is commonly taught in Scripture that 
“belief” is the only requirement for salvation, 
and Jesus stated that it is the only “work” that 
gives one eternal life (John 6:29).  Regardless of 
the duration of belief, the moment of belief, eter-
nal life is secured, which cannot be lost (John 
6:37, 10:29; Ephesians 1:13).   
 
In Matthew and Mark’s account, after tribulation 
and persecutions arise due to their faith, this soil 
stumbles (Mark 4:17).  This is the same Greek 
word Paul uses in 1 Corinthians 8:13 in which he 
limits his Christian liberty of eating meats of-
fered to idols, so as to not cause a brother, who 
is weaker in the faith, to stumble; it brings the 
idea of tripping or failing to progress.  In other 
words, in times of trials or persecution because 
of their faith, they cannot see God’s sovereign 
hand and they turn away from God, or they cease 
openly practicing their faith for fear of ridicule.   
 

 
1 Zane C. Hodges, and Robert N. Wilkin, Tough 

Texts: Did Jesus Teach Salvation by Works? (Denton TX, 
Grace Evangelical Society: 1999), 107. 



In Luke’s account there is a reference to this par-
ticular soil “falling away” (Luke 8:13).  The 
Greek word used for falling away is the same 
Greek word, aphistēmi, used in 1 Timothy 4:1 
“Now the Spirit speaketh expressly, that in the 
latter times some shall depart from the faith, 
giving heed to seducing spirits, and doctrines of 
devils;” [emphasis mine] in which Paul mentions 
of the coming apostasy.  Only a Christian can be-
come apostate, for one must have faith to fall 
away, or depart from; God declares stern warn-
ings regarding the apostate Christian (Hebrews 
6:4-6, 10:26-27).   
 
Therefore, the second soil hears the Gospel mes-
sage, believes and receives the message, is 
persecuted and has tribulations because of their 
belief in the Gospel message, and withdraws. 
 
Continuing on to the third soil, the seed was 
planted among thorns, and when it sprung up, it 
was choked (Matthew 13:7).  It is held that these 
false professors are suffocated by the “cares of 
this world” and the “deceitfulness of riches” 
(Matthew 13:22) and as such, produce no fruit, 
and prove not to be “genuine” Christians.  Again, 
the emphasis is on perseverance and fruit, or lack 
thereof, as a litmus test of true conversion.  But 
is that what Jesus says in this parable?  That 
these soils produce no fruit and do not perse-
vere?   

 



We read in Matthew 13:22 and Mark 4:19 that 
this soil “becometh unfruitful;” know that in or-
der to become unfruitful, one must have been 
fruitful in the past.  Also, it is seen in Luke’s ac-
count, that it is not that this soil has never been 
fruitful, but that this soil does not produce ma-
ture fruit (Luke 8:14).  This soil has produced 
fruit in the past, but it seemed to have stopped 
producing fruit, or stop producing mature fruit, 
due to the cares of life and deceit of money.   

 
Luke provides an interesting insight, this soil is 
seen to have gone “forth” (Luke 8:14), Greek 
word poreuō, a reference to following a way or 
path; the fact that upon salvation, this person be-
gins on the process of sanctification, following 
the teachings of Jesus.  Somewhere along the 
way, this individual loses progress due to cares 
and deceitfulness of the world. 
 
It must also be pointed out, regarding the second 
and third soils that each “received” the seed 
(Matthew 13:5, 7) and it “sprang up” (Luke 8:6-
8).  Keeping with the agricultural illustration, as 
a gardener sows a seed in the soil, and the seed 
sprouts and begins to bud, regardless of how 
long the plant continues growing, or slowly 
withers and dies due to lack of nutrients or water, 
life was once there.  This is the image we receive 
of the second and third soils.  In this parable, the 
seed represents the Gospel, and the soil repre-
sents the hearer, the life springing up very well 



represents the reception of the Gospel message 
and conversion (1 Corinthians 3:5-7).   

 
Finally, Lordship advocates claim that the fourth 
soil is the only picture of a “genuine” Christian, 
seen by the fact that it produces fruit.  Again, the 
focus is on “outward evidence of an inward 
change,” i.e. fruit; as already discussed, judging 
eternity based upon external proves to be inac-
curate as seen in 2 Corinthians 11:13-15.  
Additionally, we see that there is no timeframe 
on how often fruits must be borne, nor is there a 
requirement of the frequency of bearing fruit (all 
subjective).  I imagine that all Christians, at 
times, succumbed to stumbling at persecution or 
tribulations due to their faith (Matthew 13:21), 
as well as being overcome by the “cares of the 
world” and the “deceitfulness of riches” (Mat-
thew 13:22).   
 
The fairer interpretation of this parable is that the 
first soil is the one who completely rejects the 
Gospel.  The soil on stony ground (Matthew 
13:5) represents the immature Christian that, 
upon persecution or trials because of their faith, 
no longer exhibits the faith they have for fear of 
being persecuted, judged, or ridiculed.  The soil 
among the thorns (Matthew 13:7) represents the 
carnal Christian who, after salvation, becomes 
again entangled in the affairs of the world, and 
loses his focus on eternity and places it back on 
earthly.   



 
This interpretation fits holistically with the much 
admonishment against immature and carnal 
Christians (1 Corinthians 3:3-4; 2 Corinthians 
12:20; Galatians 5:16; James 4:1; Hebrews 5:13, 
etc).  Therefore, soils two and three definitely 
represent genuine Christian, but the ones that are 
admonished or rebuked to change, grow, and 
produce more fruit.  In misunderstanding this 
parable, Zane Hodges makes a striking remark: 

 
“A person who has believed in Jesus 
for eternal life, but isn’t living like a 
Christian, doesn’t need to be evan-
gelized; he needs to be discipled.  
But when we keep evangelizing the 
saved, we end up confusing the 
born-again Christian who has be-
lieved and is saved.  He begins to 
think he didn’t believe the right 
thing because it “didn’t take.”  And 
so he keeps on trying to “get saved,” 
when what he really needs is to be 
discipled.  Unfruitful believers need 
instruction on the Christian life.”2 

 
 
 
this is an excerpt from “Investigating Lordship Salvation” 
by Daniel Weierbach 

 
2 Ibid, 107-108. 
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