Fighting for Freedom #20

“Laws of the Harvest”

Galatians 6:7-10
“Today is the father of tomorrow.”

I read that statement this past week and it stopped me in my tracks. There isn’t anything earth-shattering or brand new about it, but I had never thought of it in those words. Charles Stanley goes on to write,

What we are today is the result of what we have been thinking and the way we have lived in the past. Those who save wisely today will have plenty tomorrow. Those who spend everything they have today will have little or nothing in the future. It is a shortsighted person who thinks only of the now, doing as little as possible, for on payday he will have no way to avoid the poor quality and small quantity of his rewards.

God has given us in Scripture a principle that serves both as a warning and an encouragement: “Do not be deceived, God is not mocked; for whatever a man sows, that he will also reap” (Gal. 6:7). This is an unalterable law that affects everyone in every area of life, family, work, and pleasure.

The Bible puts this in terms of agriculture, which the people of that time could easily understand. This is nothing new; God promised Noah after the flood that, “As long as the earth remains, there will be planting and harvest, cold and heat, summer and winter, day and night” (Genesis 8:22, nlt).
 


In our study of Paul’s letter to the Galatians we have come to this very passage. Let’s read Galatians 6:7-10,

Do not be deceived: God cannot be mocked. A man reaps what he sows. The one who sows to please his sinful nature, from that nature will reap destruction; the one who sows to please the Spirit, from the Spirit will reap eternal life. Let us not become weary in doing good, for at the proper time we will reap a harvest if we do not give up. Therefore, as we have opportunity, let us do good to all people, especially to those who belong to the family of believers. 

The Interpreter’s Bible refers to this section as Paul’s call for Christians to engage in “the agriculture of the Spirit.” I like that! The laws of the harvest are relevant to our spiritual development and they describe our destiny, which is being determined now.


Soon we will arrive at planting season once again. (It may take great faith to believe it, but spring will come!) Farmers will be out in the fields, preparing the ground for seeds to be planted. I’m sure many are chomping at the bit to get started.


Spiritually speaking, we don’t have to wait for a certain time or climate to think about and begin planting. In fact, I would suggest that each one of us is planting right now, whether we recognize it or not. Our problem is that we tend to focus more on the harvest than on the planting.
 We forget that the harvest is absolutely dependent upon the planting.


You may have noticed that I refer to the “laws of the harvest” in plural form. Many speak of the singular “law of the harvest” as “you reap what you sow.” But, in fact, there is more to it than that. This evening I would like to consider three laws of the harvest that Scripture teaches:

· We reap like what we sow

· We reap larger than we sow

· We reap later than we sow

I realize these statements seem so self-evident as to be intellectually insulting, but their application in the spiritual realm of our lives is essential.

We Reap Like What We Sow


First, we reap like what we sow. If you want corn, you’d better plant seeds of corn; if you want beans, you plant beans; if you want alfalfa, you plant…whatever grows up to become alfalfa! Simple, right?


The same is true in our Christian lives. To get the harvest we want we must sow the right seeds.
 The old adage is true: 

Sow a thought, reap an act

Sow an act, reap a habit

Sow a habit, reap a character

Sow a character, reap a destiny.


We must recognize that this is true both positively and negatively. Immediately after stating the basic premise—“you reap what you sow”—Paul applies it in verse eight: “The one who sows to please his sinful nature, from that nature will reap destruction; the one who sows to please the Spirit, from the Spirit will reap eternal life.”  There is no question as to if a harvest will come. There will be a harvest! Life is determined by the choices we make.
 “Sowing” in this context means making choices. And once we have finished sowing, we cannot change the harvest.
 We will harvest like what we sow.


Before we get to these two types of sowing, something needs to be said about the concept of personal responsibility. Despite what our society says, we are not the helpless victims of our nature, temperament and environment. On the contrary, what we become depends largely on how we behave; our character is shaped by our conduct.
 And all of this is shaped by the choices we make everyday, whether we think them to be significant or insignificant. Each choice is a seed being planted in our lives.

Paul speaks of two types of sowing: choices that please the sinful nature (or “the flesh” as the kjv phrases it), and choices that please the Spirit of God living in us. What do these two options mean? I like how John Stott defines the former:

To “sow to the flesh” is to pander to it, to cuddle and stroke it, instead of crucifying it. The seeds we sow are largely thoughts and deeds. Every time we allow our mind to harbour a grudge, nurse a grievance, entertain an impure fantasy, or wallow in self-pity, we are sowing to the flesh. Every time we linger in bad company whose insidious influence we know we cannot resist, every time we lie in bed when we ought to be up and praying, every time we read pornographic literature, every time we take a risk which strains our self-control, we are sowing, sowing, sowing to the flesh.
 


The result of sowing to please our sinful nature is, according to Paul, to harvest “corruption.” This is nothing new in Scripture. “﻿Be sure your sin will find you out,﻿” God warned ancient Israel in Numbers 32:23﻿. We read in Job 4:8, “﻿Those who plow iniquity and those who sow trouble harvest it﻿.” Romans 6:23 famously states, “The wages [another picturesque way of saying consequences or results] of sin is death.” 

Notice the certainty of these verses: “Be certain that your sin will find you out.” There’s not a “maybe” or a “perhaps” to be found there! Yet, as Chuck Swindoll notes, “Too may people sow to the flesh during the week then go to church on Sunday and pray for crop failure.”
 That may happen in the agricultural world—and no farmer wants that—but it will not happen in the spiritual realm. We will reap a harvest, and we will reap like what we sow.


There is another side to this, though, and that is the positive side: “the one who sows to please the Spirit, from the Spirit will reap eternal life.” What does this mean? The same as before, only reversed: To “sow to the Spirit” is the same as “to set the mind on the Spirit” in Romans 8:6, and to “walk by the Spirit” in Galatians 5:16. Again, the seeds we sow are our thoughts and deeds, the decisions and choices we make every day. Some Christians sow to the flesh every day and wonder why they do not reap holiness. Remember, holiness is a harvest; whether we reap it or not depends almost entirely on what we sow.


I like how Maxie Dunnam puts it: “Life on earth is life in the making. It involves constant choice and constant conflict…. Through the continuous making of resolute decisions we pattern our lives and we mold our character.”
 We reap like what we sow.

We Reap Larger Than We Sow


The second law of the harvest is that we reap larger than we sow. A single seed that sprouts can yield dozens, even hundreds of seeds. Jesus used this imagery twice in Matthew thirteen:
The one who received the seed that fell on good soil is the man who hears the word and understands it. He produces a crop, yielding a hundred, sixty or thirty times what was sown (Matthew 13:23).

then,

He told them another parable: “The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed, which a man took and planted in his field. Though it is the smallest of all your seeds, yet when it grows, it is the largest of garden plants and becomes a tree, so that the birds of the air come and perch in its branches” (Matthew 13:31-32).


From these passages we see the positive side of this law: when we plant small “seeds” of thoughts and actions that please God, the Spirit will bring forth a harvest far more than we can manufacture ourselves. Like the young boy’s lunch of five loaves and two fish that Jesus used to feed five thousand, the Holy Spirit will multiply His fruit in our lives. 


As I have said many times, the Christian life is not about trying harder; it is all about getting out of God’s way and letting Him transform us! This does not mean that we are passive—we are responsible for sowing the seeds—but we depend upon the Spirit for the harvest. And He will do what is humanly impossible. He will make us more like Christ.


Leon Morris writes,

“Sowing to the Spirit” is an unusual expression, but it clearly points to a concentration on those aspects of life which involve interaction with God’s Holy Spirit. It signifies concentrating on what will produce ‘the fruit of the Spirit’. It means seeing our spiritual life as more important than our secular experiences and devoting time and energy to it accordingly. And as we live Spirit-oriented lives Paul assures us that we will of the Spirit reap life eternal. The thrust of this is, of course, with respect to the afterlife, life eternal. Paul is reminding the Galatians that they should get their priorities right and give time and energy to that which concerns ultimate issues and not merely the passing things of here and now. There will also be the thought that believers here and now experience something of what that life will be. Their life in fellowship with God is a richer and fuller life than that of the worldly-minded.


Then there is the flip side. Small sins lead to big trouble…much bigger than the original act. The Lord said in Hosea 8:7, “They sow the wind, and reap the whirlwind.” A common phrase in our day is “sowing one’s wild oats.” I’ve heard that phrase used to explain reckless and rebellious behavior during one’s youth.


What we don’t hear very often is the harvest such “wild oats” yield. People don’t talk about the pain and the shame that accompanies this kind of behavior. Unfortunately, the consequences of one’s actions are not always confined to the one making the choices. More often than not, other people—innocent, unrelated people—become the victims of someone else’s “wild oats.” We don’t usually hear that side of the story.


No, our society focuses on the pleasure of sowing to the flesh and not the pain of reaping the results. But the pain is there, nonetheless. As Swindoll notes,

Even though our day is characterized by an erosion of per​sonal responsibility and attempts to soft-pedal or cover up the consequences of wrong, those very difficult days in the back​wash of disobedience are nevertheless haunting realities. Sin still bears bitter fruit. Devastating consequences still await the transgressor. Few souls live more somber lives in the minor key than those who have disobeyed and must now endure the grind of lingering consequences.

F. B. Meyer, the great British preacher of the late 1800’s, put it this way:

This is the bitterest of all—to know that suffering need not have been; that it has resulted from indiscretion and inconsist​ency; that is the harvest of one’s own sowing; that the vulture which feeds on the vitals is a nestling of one’s own rearing. Ah me! this is pain!

We reap larger than we sow…either good or bad.

We Reap Later Than We Sow


Finally, we reap later than we sow. The Puritan preacher John Brown wrote, “﻿Many Christians are like children; they would sow and reap the same day.﻿”
 How much more, in our era of instant gratification, is this true! This law, as the other two, has a positive and a negative side.

Sin always produces consequences, but not always immediately. Stanley writes,

Some are deceived because their present seed does not appear to be producing an immediate crop. So they continue down their course, mistakenly believing that there will never be a harvest. But unlike the crops of the field, which get harvested at approximately the same time each year, there is no regular timetable for the harvest of life. Some crops we reap quickly; others take a long time. But do not be deceived—their season will come.


King David was an example of this. He thought his affair with Bathsheba and the murder of Uriah was done and over with when a year had passed and nothing happened.


But consequences did come…much later and much larger than he could ever have imagined! Not only did his baby born to Bathsheba die, but his family and his kingdom fell apart. A look at David’s biography reveals that his life slid downhill from this point forward. One wonders if David ever really felt the joy of living after this sin. Oh, I have no doubt he was forgiven of his sin, but he still had to live in “the grind of lingering consequences” as Swindoll put it. Guilt and shame are terrible burdens to bear throughout life.


On the other side of the coin, when we “sow to the Spirit” we will reap the harvest of the Spirit…but not necessarily immediately. But we can live in the light of the harvest, knowing that it will come later.


If….

Oh, yes, there is a big “if” in this law of the harvest. Re-read Galatians 6:9, “Let us not become weary in doing good, for at the proper time we will reap a harvest if we do not give up.” Rarely do two letters jump off the page like the word “if”! 


This is one area in which the law differs between sowing to the sinful nature and sowing to the Spirit. When we plant seeds of sin, there will be harvest of consequences that impact our lives and the lives around us. We may wish there would be no harvest in those circumstances, but as we have seen, it is unavoidable.


Sowing to the Spirit, though, is different. Think of Jesus’ parable of the sower and the seed. The seed sprouted in three of the four types of soil, but in only one type did it last long enough to bear fruit. In the rocky soil the sprouts never took root, while in the thorny soil the weeds choked the life out of the young plants. Only in the good soil was there a harvest.


The same is true in the Christian life. As Howard Hendricks said, “I find a lot of people in the Christian community who go up like a rocket and come down like a rock.”
 Many begin the race in the Christian life, but perilously few can say with Paul at the end of their days on earth, “I have finished the course.” The dropout rate in Christianity is much worse than in any high school.


Why is that? There is something exciting about a new commitment. Even outside of Christianity this is true. Whether it is a new job, a new school, a new relationship, or even a New Year’s resolution, there is a fresh enthusiasm at the beginning that provides energy to get past the obstacles. This is often called the “honeymoon” period, applied these days to much more than new marriages. 


But what happens when the honeymoon is over?

In our culture, the mentality is often, “I’m-getting-tired-so-let’s-just-quit.”
 Years ago being a quitter was looked down upon, a label nobody wanted. These days, quitting is more a badge of honor. I even hear Christians saying, “God would not want me to be miserable.” Instead of working through problems, it is easier to walk away.

The story is told of a couple celebrating their 50th wedding anniversary. They were asked how their marriage lasted so long. One of the spouses replied, “We grew up in a time when, if something was broke, you worked to fix it instead of throwing it away.” 

Paul warns us in this verse not to become “weary” and not to “give up.” The natural reading of these words would lead us to think about physical exhaustion, but that is not Paul’s emphasis here. There is much work to be done. Paul is encouraging the Christians to persevere. Busy Christians often grow tired, but they should not become weary. “Tired” describes a physical condition, while “weary” describes a spiritual attitude.
 We ought to take care of our bodies, getting proper nutrition, exercise, and rest, but the principle here is to avoid the weariness of discouragement and impatience. We must remember that it takes time for seeds to take root and bear fruit. Whether the seeds are personal habits we are developing or the investment of ourselves in the church and in the lives of others, rarely will we see immediate results (and even more rarely do such immediate results last).


Furthermore, we must leave the harvest in the Lord’s hands. (Remember, Jesus referred to the Father as “the Lord of the harvest” in Matthew 9:38.) As I have said in other contexts, don’t judge your success by the results—especially when the results are in the hands of others! God calls us to be faithful, not successful. In the words of the Keith Green song, “You just keep doing your best, and pray that it’s blessed, and He’ll take care of the rest.”

So here we have the laws of the harvest, true spiritually even as they are true in agriculture:

· We reap like what we sow

· We reap larger than we sow

· We reap later than we sow

We must be very careful, then, what we sow in our lives.

One final thought. Some of you may hear this message and think, “Wow, I wish I heard this message years ago! I would have certainly planted differently then, and I would be reaping differently now!” That may be true, but don’t allow yourself to become a prisoner of your past. As Swindoll puts it, “We can do nothing about last year’s harvest, but we can do something about this year’s harvest.”
 It is never to late to start doing what is right.
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