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Matthew 9:35-38; Psalm 96; Partaking of the Harvest I.  The Harvest  II. The Laborers III. The Prayer
Congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ, growing up on the farm, harvest was always an exciting time.  It marked the end of the growing season, and it was then that you could reap the fruit of your labor.  Along with the long hours, there were the sights, sounds and smells of the changing seasons.  Unless it has been a particularly bad year, harvest is usually a joyful time.  All the hard work is paying off.  And there is nothing quite like running your hands through freshly harvested grain.  Today, Jesus is going to build upon that image of a harvest to illustrate a pressing point.  God has His people in this world that need to be gathered.  If we imagine that the world is a field, those who are His people need to be brought together and gathered in His barns.  This focus on missions and evangelism is fitting this morning as many have just attended a Mission’s Conference this past week.  This passage ties the theme of necessary work and a compassionate desire for the lost.  These few verses at the end of Matthew 9 also serve as a hinge or transition point in this book.  In these verses, we read of Jesus love for and compassion on the lost.  In Matthew 10, we will see a continued focus on missions.  In fact, the very next verses in Matthew 10 reveal Jesus sending out apostles into the world as laborers in the field.  So in some ways, the desire and prayer of Matthew 9 is directly answered by Jesus sending out the apostles in Matthew 10.  But the work continues today.  As long as this world endures- as long the field remains standing- there will still be more wheat to be gathered.  So today we consider this theme: Jesus Christ invites His people to participate in the gathering of the harvest.  
I.  The Harvest  
We begin by considering the harvest that Jesus refers to in v. 37.  The harvest is plentiful.  Generally, the image of a harvest is an image of judgement in the Scriptures.  The harvest is a time when the growing stops and the separation is made.  We can think of Parable of the Weeds and Wheat in Matthew 13.  This is where the weeds and the wheat are allowed to grow together until harvest- and then the weeds will be burned, and the wheat will be brought into God’s barn.  Added to this, we are told that the world will be reaped in Revelation 14- where sickle will be pulled across the land and the earth will be harvested.  So the image of a harvest has to do with a gathering together and a separation taking place.  People are going to be weighed, and a division will be evident.  But in our text, Jesus says that the harvest is plentiful.  Other translations state that the field is white- ready for harvest.  So we are to envision that the world is one, giant field.  There are lots of people on the face of the world today.  But specifically, Jesus is saying that there are a lot people that need to be gathered.  Not only are there a lot of weeds, there is a lot of wheat out there yet!  The fact is, no one goes to harvest with the hope of gathering a lot of weeds.  No, harvest is the for the wheat.  So Jesus is saying that although there are both elect and non-elect in the world- there are lots of elect that still need to be gathered!  Jesus is talking about people in the world that need to hear the gospel- that need to be gathered in.  Or to change the image a little bit- back in v. 36 Jesus said that the people were like sheep without a shepherd.  The people around Jesus- the many crowds that had been gathered- were lost and needed someone to lead them.  They needed to hear the voice of the good shepherd.  The crowds needed shepherds to bring them to the good shepherd- to lead them to their fold.  There are many sheep that still need to be gathered- the harvest is plentiful.  In other words- there is a lot of work that still needs to be done!  Christ does this work of separation evident through the preaching of the Word.  Rightly do we say that preaching is a Key of the Kingdom- people are let in or locked out based on how they respond to this word.  Or I could say that the sheep know the voice of their good shepherd- and they come when He calls them.  
To be clear, there are a lot of people in the world today who have never heard the gospel.  Added to this, there are many people who are elect that have not yet heard the gospel and responded with faith.  The harvest is plentiful.  As John Calvin puts it- “Jesus is saying that many people are ripe for receiving the gospel.”  There are many sheep that are not of this flock that need to be gathered as Jesus said in John 10.  Let us not think that work of the church is done- for the harvest is yet plentiful.  Now we normally make a distinction between missions and evangelism.  Missions is normally overseas and evangelism is closer to home.  But do not be mistaken- there is lot of work to do both out there and even right here.  It includes teaching our children- ensuring that our little ones are hearing the gospel proclaimed.  But we must not forget or neglect the broader work as well.  I wonder if we view the people of our world as a threat- an enemy to be avoided; or do we view them as an opportunity- someone to be reached?  Let us all be ready to give a defense for the hope we have in our hearts!  
II. The Laborers 
Moving on, we consider that although the harvest is great, the laborers are few!  Those who need to hear the gospel are many, those who preach the gospel much less.  Not only is there a harvest, there are also those who must do the work of harvesting.  Although the task of harvesting the earth is a job ascribed to the angels in Rev. 14; the task of working in the field is assigned to a much more human crew.  The laborers, then, are those who are sent out by God into the field.  Or I could say- men who are tasked with preaching the gospel and ministering to the church.  Those who labor are men sent from God- and these men are tasked with rescuing people from judgement.  Not that the men actually rescue sinner- but the message they proclaim and the faith that the message produces rescues them from impending judgment.  So preachers are sent from God to rescue from judgment and condemnation.  To deliver the crops safely to the barns and bring the lost sheep into the fold.  The laborers are to warn people of impending doom and call to repentance.  Flee the coming wrath of the harvest time- and be ushered safely into the care of our heavenly Father!  These works focus on the important content of this work- as well as the labor associated with it.  Laborers have to do work.  As the farmers in our congregation can attest- laboring in the field takes effort.  Hours of labor and performing the task of your hand is necessary before the crops can be gathered.  The sheeves of wheat need to be cut down, tied and gathered into the barns.  So it is, that the work of preaching the gospel and ministering to God’s people is one that takes labor.  The work is one of proclaiming, teaching the gospel, making disciples, evangelizing the nations and getting a person ready for the harvest.  Much of the work of a laborer has to do with teaching.  Those who are ignorant need to be instructed.  Those who are immature need to grow in grace and knowledge of the truth.  As Hosea 4:6 warns, my people are destroyed for lack of knowledge.
So Jesus is saying that there are only a few laborer- and the work is great.  So what do you think- do we need more ministers of the Word?  Do we need more churches planted?  One of the challenges that we face in our context is that there are so many churches in relatively close proximity.  I mean, you likely drove past a few churches on your way here today.  Added to this, we have the freedom to worship openly and our society has adopted a consumerist approach to church.  People are free to come and go as they like.  If a church closes, I can just go to another one.  So do we really need more churches?  And when it comes to preaching, we have access to thousands of sermons on the internet.  Do we really need more ministers?  Well, a laborer is much more than a source for a sermon.  Laborers walk with and among the congregation.  They live with the people they serve- they care for a specific flock in a specific field.  Unlike a hired hand, a true laborer loves the sheep of that fold; prays for them; and prepares them for that final day of harvest.  
III. The Prayer
 Now that we understand the task- which is to harvest; and those who are to do the work- which is the laborers; what remains is the prayer.  Pray to the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers.  What is striking first of all is that this prayer is offered to the Lord- and for the Lord’s harvest- for Him to send out His laborers.  Who then are we to pray to?  Well, we are to pray to the Lord of the harvest as v. 38 says.  Those who care for the lost will plead to the chief harvester;  our prayer is offered to the good shepherd concerning the lost sheep.  And it is His harvest.  We know that the gathering of the lost and the saving of sinners is not a work that any man- that any laborer can do in himself.  It is the Lord’s harvest!  Or Jesus put it in Matthew 16- I will build my church!  So this is a prayer that we are offered to Christ – for Christ to do His work.  So to be clear- we can be very bold when it comes to praying this prayer!  It is one authorized by Christ- and the success is one that is guaranteed by Christ as well!  Why should be pray for the lost?  Why should we pray for God to sent out ministers, missionaries and evangelist?  Because God tells us to!  Because we have a heart for the lost!  Because we know that Christ will not come back until the very last one is gathered and brought home!  So this prayer is rooted in election- Christ will have His people!  The King must have His citizens.  There are people who have been chosen by the Father who are not yet gathered- people who will be believe when the gospel is proclaimed!  That includes our own children- and it includes those in our community as well as those living in a nation far away!  As our HC LD 21 puts it, Christ gathers, protect and preserves for Himself a community chosen for eternal life!  So it is not a question of if but of when these lost sheep will be gathered.  And Jesus uses means to carry out this work- the primary means is the preaching of the gospel carried forth by the beautiful feet of those who are called to carry this good news.  But there is also a secondary means that we cannot overlook.  God is pleased to use the prayers of His people to bring about His good end!  We are to- as v. 38 puts it- pray to the Lord for this harvest.  Not just pray- but pray earnestly!  Beseeching God- asking Him for lost to be saved and for the missionaries to be send.  Praying boldly and persistently- with passion and conviction!  Remember that it was the very compassion of Jesus that moved Him back in v. 36- so it is also true that His disciples will be moved in compassion for the lost.  There are so many people that are rushing to hell without any thought or consideration.  So many in our world that have never heard the name of Jesus.  There are so many that need to be gathered in- so we continue to pray!  And to be clear, we are all called to active service in this area!  Everyone has a role to play.  We are all called to pray- earnestly!  Some are called to support the laborers- others called to be the laborers themselves- but we are all called to pray!  No one can sit on the sidelines here!  Next week Wed. is our day of prayer and fasting- what better thing to pray for than for laborers to be sent and for Christ to use these men to gather His people.  And in addition to prayer- we need to support those that are sent.  Supporting their training by supporting seminaries; supporting church plants like Madison and Indy Reformed.  We should also encourage the young men of our church to consider this calling as well- we will always need more laborers!  In this way- we continue to be reminded of our Lord’s compassion- as we blend our prayers with His- for the salvation of His people!  In this way- we have the privilege of participating in the great heavenly harvest!  
To conclude, the harvest continues today and will proceed until that last day.  Until the last sheep is gathered, the doors of the pen will remain open.  Until the last kernel of grain is harvested, the barn remains open and the laborers remain in the field.  One day soon, that harvest will be over.  Jesus Christ invites His people to participate in the gathering of the harvest.  May the Lord of the harvest be pleased to use us and answer our prayer for the lost to be gathered in!  
