Planting Seeds, Harvesting Souls #1

“The Laws of the Harvest”

Matthew 9:37-38; John 4:35-38; 1 Corinthians 3:6-8
This time of year means one thing to many folks in our area: planting season. As soon as the weather decides to cooperate, farmers will be out in the fields, preparing the soil and planting seed.

The Bible often uses agricultural metaphors in teaching spiritual truth because that is what the people of the ancient world understood. As the Dictionary of Biblical Imagery explains, “From the beginning of the Bible nearly to its end, we move in a predominantly rural and agrarian world of field and vineyard, cattle and herds, sowing and reaping. Although cities existed in the world of the Bible, the majority of the people were directly dependent on the land for their livelihood.”
 
References to plowing, planting, watering, tending, and harvesting abound from the prophets of the Old Testament to Jesus and the apostles in the New Testament. I would like to focus our attention upon one important topic dealt with in this manner: bringing others to Christ. Over the next several weeks we will consider the subject, “Planting Seeds, Harvesting Souls.”

We are going to begin this series where you might expect it to end—the harvest. After all, the harvest is the final goal, the outcome of all the other efforts. Why talk about the harvest before plowing or planting? Unless we understand the laws of the harvest, we will misunderstand and perhaps misapply the principles of plowing and planting.

Harvest Readiness
The first principle to consider I am calling harvest readiness. Turn with me to John chapter four, the account of Jesus and the Samaritan woman at the well. Jesus and His disciples were traveling from Galilee to Judea, and (unlike most upstanding Jews of that day) took the direct route through Samaria instead of going around it. When they reached the town of Sychar, they were tired of traveling. Jesus sat down by Jacob’s Well, while the disciples went into town to get food. While they were gone, a woman came to the well to get water. Jesus engaged her in conversation and eventually revealed Himself to her. She went back into town to tell the people about whom she had met, and while she was gone, the disciples returned to Jesus. In John 4:35-38, Jesus says to them,

Do you not say, “Four months more and then the harvest”? I tell you, open your eyes and look at the fields! They are ripe for harvest. Even now the reaper draws his wages, even now he harvests the crop for eternal life, so that the sower and the reaper may be glad together. Thus the saying, “One sows and another reaps” is true. I sent you to reap what you have not worked for. Others have done the hard work, and you have reaped the benefits of their labor.

What is Jesus saying here? The harvest is ready now!  In the world of agriculture there is a space of time between sowing and reaping, but not in the spiritual realm. The disciples had been gone a short time, but in that span, Jesus had planted a seed in the heart of the Samaritan woman. Now, a few moments later, the whole town was coming out to meet them, eager to hear Jesus!

Unfortunately, human beings have a propensity for procrastination, and that doesn’t change when those human beings become Christians. “Oh, the time is just not right,” they may pompously announce, just like the people of Haggai’s day said when they were not rebuilding the Temple as they were supposed to be doing. “Oh, I just didn’t feel led to talk to that person about Christ,” you hear them say. That may appease others’ ears, but God is not fooled! As Paul wrote in 2 Corinthians 6:2, “For God says, ‘At just the right time, I heard you. On the day of salvation, I helped you.’ Indeed, the ‘right time’ is now. Today is the day of salvation” [nlt]. That truth does not only apply to those who need to accept Christ, but also those who are to proclaim Him to others. As Warren Wiersbe writes,

You and I today are a part of the harvest. Sad to say, many people are watching the harvest or neglecting the harvest. Our Lord tells us that “they [the fields] are white already to harvest” (John 4:35). It is not our job to be criticizing the harvesters or painting pictures of the harvest. Our job is to be out helping to bring in the sheaves. Are you a part of the harvest crew today?

Another passage that teaches the law of harvest readiness is Matthew 9:37-38, “Then he said to his disciples, ‘The harvest is plentiful but the workers are few. Ask the Lord of the harvest, therefore, to send out workers into his harvest field.’” Once again, Jesus emphasizes the present state of the harvest: It is ready now! The problem is not that the harvest is not ready; the problem is that there are too few workers to reap it!

Jesus’ next statement, though, may be unexpected. Having made this declaration to the disciples He calls them to prayer—not for the people, but that the Lord of the harvest should send out workers.
 We are reminded once again how crucial prayer is to everything we do. The Bible tells us that the way to be anything, to get anywhere, and to do anything is to pray.
 Howard Hendricks puts it this way:

Satan does not mind your witnessing, as long as you don’t pray. Because he knows, if you do not, that it is far more important to talk to God about men than to talk to men about God.

Prayer is the most essential activity of the Christian and of the Church. This is also true of bringing people to Christ, what I am calling “harvesting souls.” 

Why is this true? Because God works in response to prayer, and He begins that work in the one who prays. I am convinced that prayer changes me even more than prayer changes things. The more time we spend in prayer, the more we become like our Father in Heaven; the more compassionate we will be for others in their lost condition; the more we will look for opportunities to share the truth of Christ with them. You see, it is not enough that we pray for laborers; we must also make ourselves available to serve Him.
 The interesting thing is that the ones Jesus asked to pray about sending workers into the harvest fields were the very men He pressed into service in Matthew 10.

Human Responsibilities 

This leads to the second law of the harvest: human responsibilities. God has delegated the task of harvesting souls to His children. Let’s review Jesus final words to His disciples as recorded in the four gospels:

Then Jesus came to them and said, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you” [Matthew 28:18-20].
He said to them, “Go into all the world and preach the good news to all creation” [Mark 16:15].
He told them, “This is what is written: The Christ will suffer and rise from the dead on the third day, and repentance and forgiveness of sins will be preached in his name to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem. You are witnesses of these things” [Luke 24:46-49]. 

“As the Father has sent me, I am sending you” [John 20:21].

These commands comprise what has become known as The Great Commission of the Church. As Max Anders writes,

If evangelism is important to God, it must be important to us. The Great Commission given to Jesus’ immediate followers logically passes down to succeeding generations. As long as there are those who have never heard the gospel of salvation by grace through faith in Jesus, those who have heard and accepted it are obligated to help pass on the message.
 

Proverbs 11:30 says, “He who wins souls is wise.” I might also add, he is also obedient to God. This concept of harvesting souls is not an optional extra or a reserved duty for the “super-spiritual.” It is a direct order to all God’s children. Period.
Now within the realm of human responsibilities comes a variety of ways in which this responsibility is carried out. This is borne out in 1 Corinthians 3:6-8,

I planted the seed, Apollos watered it, but God made it grow. So neither he who plants nor he who waters is anything, but only God, who makes things grow. The man who plants and the man who waters have one purpose, and each will be rewarded according to his own labor.

Isn’t it a relief to know that we are not all called to the exact same ministry? Not everyone in the body of Christ is called to be a preacher, or a missionary, or an evangelist like Billy Graham. We are all gifted differently and called to serve in different ways. But that does not excuse anyone from the ministry of evangelism, which is the task of the church as a whole.

Paul uses the farming imagery of planting a seed and watering it. Often in God’s kingdom different people perform these functions. And sometimes those who plant the seed never see the result of their efforts. They may be long gone by the time that seed is harvested, but it is all part of the same cause. What this means is that there is no competition in the Lord’s harvest. Each of us has an assigned task and we are all a part of each other’s labors. One sows, one reaps; but each worker gets his honest reward for the work he has done.

But what does that mean practically? Wiersbe explains,

We plant the seed of God’s Word in the hearts of people who hear it, and we seek to cultivate that seed by our love and prayers. In due time, that seed may bear fruit to the glory of God.
 
Later in this series we will see examples of “planting seeds” in the hearts of others as well as “watering” the seeds that others have planted, as well as “harvesting” the end result by leading that person to Christ.

One last element with regard to the human responsibilities in harvesting souls is perseverance. We must not lose heart in our efforts to reach others. Paul writes in 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.” It may take many opportunities—over a period of months or even years—before a person is ready to dedicate himself or herself to Christ. There are examples too numerous to recount about those who resist the truth time after time, but through the patient prayers and perseverance of God’s people they eventually come around and join the family of God.

Every Christian has been given a responsibility to reach the lost for Christ. We are all called to pray for the lost, to pray that the Lord would send out workers into the fields, and to be ready and willing to go ourselves. We must persevere at our task, not easily giving up or allowing ourselves to become sidetracked from this essential operation of the Church. We must commit ourselves to prayer and to learning God’s Word more and more so that we can effectively share it when we have the opportunity. It is our duty, one that we cannot afford to neglect.

Heavenly Results

The third law of the harvest comes from the same passage in 1 Corinthians 3, and it is the law of heavenly results. Again from 1 Corinthians 3:6-7,

I planted the seed, Apollos watered it, but God made it grow. So neither he who plants nor he who waters is anything, but only God, who makes things grow.
Isn’t it wonderful to know that, in the end, the results are left to God? The burden to succeed is taken off of our backs! John Stott shares this experience:

I remember receiving a letter from a girl student some time ago who was in spiritual distress because she said she had never won anybody to Christ, although (she said) Christ had promised that she could be fruitful. In my reply I said that she could indeed be fruitful, but that this did not necessarily mean that she would be successful. What God required of her in witness was that she should be faithful, not successful; she must be content to leave the results of her witness to God.

The law of heavenly results means that there is no pressure when it comes to the results of the harvest!

The law of heavenly results also means that there is no prescription when it comes to the results of the harvest. Contrary to the so-called church growth “experts,” there is no formula that guarantees numerical and spiritual increase. Just because something worked in one place does not mean it will work in another. We don’t have to mimic another congregation or another preacher in order to duplicate their results. Allow God to be God, and allow yourself to be used by God the way He designed you.

The law of heavenly results finally means that there is no pride when it comes to the results of the harvest. No matter how gifted or famous the laborers are in the local church, they are all servants of God and it is God who gives the increase. One plants, another waters, another harvests, but it is “God, who makes things grow” (v. 7). He alone must receive the glory.

Do me a favor: Don’t ever refer to this church as “Scott Marsh’s church.” This is not my church; it is God’s and God’s alone. It was here long before my time and, the Lord willing, will continue on long after me. And please don’t credit me for any growth that we have seen or will see here; it is God alone who makes churches grow. (Now if something goes wrong here, you can mention my name then!)

None of this absolves us from our responsibility in the harvest of souls. As someone has said, “Without God, we cannot; without us, He will not.”
 Both of those statements are true. I don’t claim to understand it; I would think God could do a much more efficient job of reaching the world by other means, but I will defer to His infinite wisdom and purpose. The fact is, He has involved us in the process, and we must act.

I realize that this message gives more principles that practical steps in the process. I believe these principles are essential to grasp before we get to work. But in the weeks to come we will be getting very practical—“getting our hands dirty,” as our farmer friends might say—in planting seeds and harvesting souls. Next Sunday we will consider the biblical imagery of plowing up the ground, and the following week we will see several examples of individuals planting and watering seeds of witness.

None of this will matter, though, unless there is a willingness to harvesting souls. At the outset of this series, will you commit yourself to this task? Will you pray, “Lord, whatever it takes, make me one of Your harvesting hands”?
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