Planting Seeds, Harvesting Souls #6

“Reaping the Harvest”

Romans 3:23; 5:8; 6:1-4, 23; 10:9-10
Farming (or gardening) is hard work. There is the preparation of the soil, the planting and watering of the seeds, the pulling of the weeds…and none of that in and of itself is much fun. But farming isn’t about the process; it’s about the product at the end of the process. It is the harvest that brings pleasure (and hopefully some profit, too!)

The same can be said about planting seeds of truth in the hearts of others, too. The process of praying, preparing, and practicing our faith before others is not an easy task. And all of those things will not in and of themselves bring the lost to Christ. We must be ready to point them to the Savior, to bring them to the place where they make their own decision to follow Jesus. As we conclude our series of messages, “Planting Seeds, Harvesting Souls,” I want to focus our attention on “Reaping the Harvest.”

In many ways this is the most difficult step in the process. It is at this point that we open ourselves to rejection. Some will be tolerant of your personal faith, but when you suggest that they need to make it their own personal faith, that’s another story. “And, besides,” many Christians say, “I don’t know what to say. I’m not a Bible scholar, you know!”

Thankfully, you don’t have to be a Bible scholar to lead someone to Christ. In fact, you can effectively show someone the way by using several verses from just one book of the Bible. This is sometimes called “The Romans Road,” for it all comes from Paul’s letter to the Romans. 

I would suggest that you find yourself a small New Testament, something that you can easily fit into a pocket or purse and carry with you. I have printed a business card with “The Romans Road” with all the verses we will consider this morning on one side, and a sample prayer of commitment (which we will discuss later in this message) on the other. You may use the card as a reference, but I would recommend that you turn to each verse in your New Testament so that your friend can see the verses for themselves.

A Universal Condition

The first verse of “The Romans Road” is Romans 3:23, which simply states, “All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” It is true that our society does not use that word “sin” as much as generations past, so you may have to explain what this verse means. “Sin” comes from the Greek term hamartia, meaning literally “to miss the mark.” Sin means falling short of attaining God’s standard of perfection. Sin is usually identified as bad actions, such as stealing, murder, adultery, or lying. However, a more fundamental attitude deep within the human heart underlies all “sins” and is expressed as, “I know better than God in this matter.”
 Two words that get to the heart of what sin is all about are selfishness and pride. Those are terms we use today! It may be helpful to explain this, because most people don’t think of themselves as being that bad.

Chuck Swindoll comments,

Humanity and God do not measure righteousness by the same standard. Whereas the Lord demands perfection, we prefer to think in terms of competition. In other words, instead of asking “What does God require?” we judge our own goodness based on the relative goodness of other people.

It’s always easy to think of somebody that is worse than we are, but that is not how God measures us. Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 10:12, “When they measure themselves by themselves and compare themselves with themselves, they are not wise.”  We need to use God’s standard—holiness—and realize that we all fall short of that. It is a universal condition of all mankind.

An Unavoidable Consequence


That universal condition brings with it an unavoidable consequence. We now turn to Romans 6:23, “For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.” God told Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden that if they disobeyed Him by eating of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, “You will surely die” (Gen. 2:17). Sure enough, they did eat of the tree, and they brought death, destruction, disease, and all forms of evil and suffering into the world.


People often complain, “Life is not fair!” In one sense of the word they are right, but in another they are not. As John Stott observes, “Sin pays wages (you get what you deserve), but God gives a free gift (you are given what you do not deserve).”
  When it comes to sin, life is fair, for we are bearing the consequences of mankind’s choice. Romans 6:23 turns, though, on that little word, “but.” With sin we get what we deserve, but God’s grace offers what we do not deserve, and that is eternal life through Jesus Christ. I like how David Stern puts it in The Jewish New Testament Commentary:
…the only place you can work your way to is hell; no one can work his way to heaven. To reach heaven one must acknowledge the futility of striving in one’s own strength and accept God’s free gift of eternal life.
 

An Unbelievable Compassion    

But how can this be? If sin brings an unavoidable consequence—death—how can we speak of eternal life? Where does that come from? It stems from an unbelievable compassion on the part of God toward us. The next verse on “The Romans Road” is Romans 5:8, “But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.”  That’s how much God loves us!

To consider at the context, back up to verses 6-7, and see the whole thought:

You see, at just the right time, when we were still powerless, Christ died for the ungodly. Very rarely will anyone die for a righteous man, though for a good man someone might possibly dare to die. But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.

Notice the words used to describe us in these verses: “powerless,” “ungodly,” “sinners,” and “enemies” (in verse 10). This is the apostle’s ugly, fourfold portrayal of us.
  Paul even admits that sometimes a person will lay down his life for another, if he thinks that person is worthy. But that is not the case with us. Leon Morris writes,
There is a spontaneity about God’s love. He loves because of what He is, not because of what we are. There is nothing in sinners to call forth the love of God. But He does love us, as the cross so plainly shows.
 

Sometimes the words, “God loves you” or “Jesus loves you” flow so easily from our lips that we fail to comprehend the magnitude of what we are saying. Yes, God loves us, and that love is far greater than any human love could ever be. He loves us at our worst, enough to give His very best, so that we might enjoy His very best.

An Unashamed Confession


So what are we to do about this? Since God loves the world and sent His Son to die for the sins of the whole world, does this mean that the whole world is automatically saved from sin?


No, God gives us the choice, just as He gave Adam and Eve the choice to obey Him or not. Turn to the next stop on “The Romans Road,” which is Romans 10:9-10,

That if you confess with your mouth, “Jesus is Lord,” and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. For it is with your heart that you believe and are justified, and it is with your mouth that you confess and are saved. 


While it is true that we cannot earn our way to Heaven or do anything to save ourselves, God has placed an obligation on those who would accept His free gift of life. As Swindoll says, “The gospel is available; therefore, those who hear are accountable.”

Paul speaks of believing in our hearts and confessing with our mouths. He is not referring to the kind of outward confession that is unaccompanied by inward faith. Both the outward and the inward are important. No one is saved by the merely outward; the state of the heart is important. But Paul does not contemplate an inner state that is not reflected in outward conduct.
 

Why is it so important that a person make a verbal commitment? Jesus said in Luke 9:26, “If anyone is ashamed of me and my words, the Son of Man will be ashamed of him when he comes in his glory and in the glory of the Father and of the holy angels.”
When we publicly confess our commitment and faith in Jesus Christ, we are telling the world that we belong to Him.


This is why, in the independent Christian church movement, we require those who join our fellowship to publicly state their faith in Christ, repeating the “good confession” based on Matthew 16:16, “I believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the living God.” This is done initially at one’s baptism, and repeated whenever church membership is transferred. 

An Unending Commitment


This leads us to our last passage in “The Romans Road,” which is Romans 6:1-4,

What shall we say, then? Shall we go on sinning so that grace may increase? By no means! We died to sin; how can we live in it any longer? Or don’t you know that all of us who were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? We were therefore buried with him through baptism into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life.


Once a person has made the decision to follow Christ, accepting Him as their Lord and Savior, the first act of obedience is baptism. Baptism by immersion (which is the illustration Paul is using in here) pictures the believer’s identification with Christ in His death, burial, and resurrection. It is an outward symbol of an inward experience.
 By virtue of that identification with Christ’s death and resurrection, we have been freed from bondage to sin. Identity with Christ begins with belief, but it has ongoing consequences.
 There is to be an unending commitment to Jesus, dedicating our whole lives to following and serving Him. It is clear, then, that the believer cannot deliberately live in sin since he has a new relationship to sin because of his identification with Christ.
 Paul cannot imagine why anyone who genuinely loves Christ would want to live for the very sins that cost Jesus His life. How could any real believer enjoy in what God hates?
 

In this passage Paul asks (hypothetically) if a person who has come to Christ and been forgiven of their sins can continue to live in sin. He states that those who ask whether Christian people are free to sin betray their complete ignorance of what their baptism meant.
 The question should not be, “How far away from God can I get and still be a Christian?” but rather, “How close to God can I get and still be human?”

This is “The Romans Road,” a very simple and handy tool that you can use to lead someone to Christ. Did you get the passages included? Here they are:

· Romans 3:23 – The universal condition of sin

· Romans 6:23 – The unavoidable consequence of death

· Romans 5:8 – The unbelievable compassion of God

· Romans 10:9-10 – The unashamed confession of faith

· Romans 6:1-4 – The unending commitment of obedience


Hopefully at some point in your witnessing to that friend, family member, coworker, or neighbor, you will come to the step of asking them to make a decision for themselves. Will they become a Christian? Will they acknowledge Jesus Christ as their personal Lord and Savior?


This is a monumental, life-changing decision. It should not be made lightly or under duress. Don’t try to pressure someone into making that step. Jesus never used the “hard sell” tactics to get a convert; in fact, He turned some away that appeared to be interested but He knew had ulterior motives.


One of the lessons about harvesting is that we must wait until the crop is ripe. We can’t wait too long, or it will spoil; but we can’t harvest too soon or the yield will not be as it could be. When it comes to harvesting souls, we must similarly be patient when we need to be, and be persistent when we need to be. Pray for the Lord’s wisdom to know the difference in each situation.


If you have the opportunity to share Christ with someone and they are willing to accept Him, don’t make them wait until Sunday! They might change their mind…or they may not even make it until the next week! Have them pray a simple prayer with you right then. You can even have them repeat after you. Pray something like this:

Heavenly Father, I admit that I am a sinner, and that as a sinner I deserve death. But I also know that you sent your Son, Jesus Christ, to die in my place so that I could live. I accept by faith the gift you offer. I believe that Jesus is the Christ, your Son. And I commit the rest of my life to follow him and obey him. In Jesus’ name I pray, amen.

Once you do that, then invite him or her to church on Sunday! Tell them that they are part of the family of God, and that at the local church they will find brothers and sisters in Christ who will help them along the way. 

I can tell you from personal experience, there is nothing more exciting in all the world than to bring someone to Christ. It is truly worth all of the work, all of the time, all of the concern, and even all of the risks when that person experiences the life-changing grace of God!

Planting seeds…harvesting souls. It is why we have been left on earth. It is the task we must complete. And, to borrow a phrase from the Army, it is the hardest job you’ll ever love.
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