
The Harvest is Plentiful 
 

Text: Matthew 9:35-38 -- And Jesus went throughout all the cities and villages, 
teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom and 
healing every disease and every affliction. 36  When he saw the crowds, he had 
compassion for them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep 
without a shepherd. 37  Then he said to his disciples, "The harvest is plentiful, 
but the laborers are few;  38 therefore pray earnestly to the Lord of the harvest 
to send out laborers into his harvest."  
 
Introduction: The ancient Hebrew historian Josephus said that at the time of 
Christ there were 204 towns and villages in and around Galilee that had a 
population of at least 15,000 people. If you do the math that comes to a little over 
3,000,000 people. In our passage for this morning, we read that Jesus went 
throughout all the cities and villages teaching in their synagogues and 
proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom and healing every disease and every 
affliction. Just think about the magnitude of this mission for a moment. If Jesus 
only spent one day in each place, preaching the gospel and healing the sick, it 
would still have taken our Lord about seven months to visit every town. How 
physically and emotionally draining do you think that was for Him? Think about 
the energy necessary to keep up such a pace while serving a great many people. 
This at least in part explains why the Gospels include times when Jesus sought to 
get away from the crowds and be alone with the twelve (See Mark 6:31). They 
simply needed rest.  
 
Still, it's plain to see that Christ spent the majority of His time in these places 
moving TOWARD people in need giving them hope and demonstrating 
compassion for them. That's what we read in Matthew 9:36 -- When He saw the 
crowds He had compassion on them). Our Lord never hesitated to sacrifice 
Himself for the sake of those who were suffering. This He did, mind you, while 
most of those in power in ancient Israel (the Pharisees, Sadducees, Chief Priests 
and Teachers of the Law) showed little if any concern for their fellow Jews. 
Instead, they were pre-occupied with preserving their positions of authority for 
their own selfish gain. Jesus, however, was different. He possessed both THE 
ABILITY to see the spiritual and physical needs of others and THE WILLINGNESS 
to do something about them.  
 



Today, as Christ-followers, we are the visible representation of our Lord in the 
world. We are called to demonstrate the same concern and compassion for 
people suffering from the ill-effects of sin. That’s why He gave us the Great 
Commission to make disciples of all nations (See Matthew 28:18-20) and the 
Great Commandment to love God and our neighbors as ourselves (See Matthew 
22:39). But if we're honest, we'd have to say that not all believers take the 
commission and commandment as seriously as we should. Too many of us, just 
like the Jewish rulers of Jesus' day, are very short-sighted when it comes to the 
suffering that goes on all around us. We seem to be too consumed with our own 
needs and problems that we fail to see the hurt and pain of those living nearby. A 
while ago I read about a New York ophthalmologist who made an interesting 
comment about the people living in the Big Apple. He observed that there were 
more nearsighted people in New York City than in any other. (I don't know how 
he knew this, but he did.) His explanation for this oddity was that people routinely 
operate down on the street surrounded by very tall skyscrapers. Hemmed in by 
the walls of these high buildings, their field of vision is extremely limited. For 
many, the only opportunity to see far away is to look up at the sky, which very 
few are prone to do. Thus, he said, the constant use of the eyes for short 
distances tends for NEARSIGHTEDNESS and (interestingly enough) 
DISATISFACTION. I'm not a medical expert, so I cannot attest to the validity of this 
claim, but I do see a spiritual counterpart here: Sometimes we as Christians can 
be so focused on our own little worlds that we lose sight of everyone else, I’m 
talking about the big picture that Jesus never seemed to ignore. That’s why this 
passage in Matthew 9 is so important. It reminds us that there are still many 
people in desperate need of ministry and we’re the ones who are called to do it. 
Jesus referred to these people as “the harvest.” It was a word use to speak of a 
crop that a farmer had previously sown and was now prepared to reap. TODAY, 
can apply the same term to people we encounter every day who are ripe to be 
harvested for the kingdom of heaven. Let’s consider what Jesus had to say about 
the people of His day that can be applied equally to people in the twenty-first 
century. 
 
The Condition of the Harvest (Matthew 9:36 --  When he saw the crowds, he had 
compassion for them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep 
without a shepherd). Jesus used a metaphor that His disciples could relate to—
SHEPHERDING – in describing what it was like for the Jewish people. In his book, A 
SHEPHERD LOOKS AT THE PSALM 23, Phillip Keller argues that the primary job of 



a shepherd is to manage his flock so that they are CONTENT, WELL FED, SAFE 
AND FLOURISHING while under his care (p. 31). With each town and village that 
Jesus visited, He saw people that were anything but flourishing because their 
leaders had failed to provide proper care for them. In fact, He said it was as if 
they had no shepherds. Note the two words used to describe them. 
• They were Harassed. The word means, "to flay," as in tearing off the skin of an 

animal. The Greeks used the word when they compared trouble to the pains of 
being skinned alive. Here Christ warns that, just as sheep, in the absence of a 
good shepherd, are subject to needless suffering, so also HIs fellow Jews were 
facing similar distress because their leaders failed in their responsibilities to 
them. Jesus pointed this out to Pharisees and teachers of the law on another 
occasion: Luke 11:42-48, 52 -- "But woe to you Pharisees! For you tithe mint 
and rue and every herb, and neglect justice and the love of God. These you 
ought to have done, without neglecting the others.  Woe to you Pharisees! 
For you love the best seat in the synagogues and greetings in the 
marketplaces.  Woe to you! For you are like unmarked graves, and people 
walk over them without knowing it." One of the lawyers answered him, 
"Teacher, in saying these things you insult us also." And he said, "Woe to you 
lawyers also! For you load people with burdens hard to bear, and you 
yourselves do not touch the burdens with one of your fingers.  Woe to you! 
For you build the tombs of the prophets whom your fathers killed. So, you 
are witnesses and you consent to the deeds of your fathers, for they killed 
them, and you build their tombs...Woe to you lawyers! For you have taken 
away the key of knowledge. You did not enter yourselves, and you hindered 
those who were entering". The Pharisees were so preoccupied with doing 
things for their own benefit that they neglected the most important things in 
the eyes of our Lord...providing for the emotional and spiritual well-being of 
those under their care.  

• They were Helpless. The word refers to the weariness and fatigue that results 
from the burden of hard labor. Jesus saw the people being weighed down by 
the rules of the Pharisees. They had created 613 extra-biblical laws for the 
Jews to follow. Because the Jewish people were neglected by those who 
should have been enlightened teachers, they did not receive compassionate 
care and attention. Instead, they were given an impossible yoke to bear in the 
expectation that they would keep every one of the rules. Who would wish that 
on anyone?  
 



We have to be careful that we don’t do something similar today. Whenever 
our faith becomes more about keeping up the appearances of religious piety 
than about experiencing a relationship with the Living Lord, someone has 
missed the boat. I heard about a man and his wife who attended a legalistic 
college where students were to live according to very strict rules. Now I 
understand that the students agreed to submit to their rules prior to being 
accepted, but anytime you burden people with extra-biblical rules, they will 
cease to be a blessing. Well, it turns out that one of the rules at this school 
was that the students weren't supposed to do any work on Sundays. None! 
Guess what? One man who would have made a good Pharisee spied on his 
own wife and caught her hanging out a few articles of clothing she washed 
on a Sunday afternoon. He was so upset by what she'd done that he turned 
her in to the college authorities. I'll bet she was fun to live with for the next 
few days. He should have read Proverbs 10:14 - " the mouth of a fool invites 
ruin." The Pharisees and teachers of the law were no different than this foolish 
man. And their actions did nothing to ease the suffering of the people, but left 
them HARRASSED AND HELPLESS like sheep without a shepherd. 

 
The Opportunity of the Harvest (Matthew 9:37 -- Then Jesus said to His 
disciples, "The harvest is plentiful...). Changing the metaphor from shepherding 
to agriculture, Jesus envisioned a large crop of ripe grain that was waiting to be 
harvested for the kingdom. That's why He said to the twelve elsewhere in John 
4:35 -- Do you not say, 'There are yet four months, then comes the harvest'? 
Look, I tell you, lift up your eyes, and see that the fields are white for harvest. 
Now I didn't grow up on a farm (though I did help out on a couple of them), but it 
seems to me that timing is everything when it comes to bringing in the harvest. 
Here's what I mean. 
• When the harvest is ready, it is a time of great urgency (2 Corinthians 6:2 -- 

Paul writing to the Corinthians says, "Behold, now is the favorable time; 
behold, now is the day of salvation"). It is very important if you’re a farmer to 
realize that when the crop is ready, it’s time to get moving. Why? Because it is 
possible to wait too long and lose the fruit of one’s labor. Here Jesus wants us 
to understand that believers can make the same mistake when it comes to 
both the Great Commission and the Great Commandment. We can say to 
ourselves, “No worries. There’s always tomorrow,” and miss the opportunity 
to minister when  the time is right. Now I'm not arguing that we should force a 
discussion on someone who isn’t open to talking about spiritual matters. That 



would be foolish and probably turn him off. But, on the other hand, we must 
not lose sight of the fact that opportunities to minister to people come and go. 
Should we neglect them, we may not have another chance. 

• When the harvest is ready, it is a time of great effort (1 Corinthians 15:58 -- 
... be steadfast, immovable, always abounding in the work of the Lord, 
knowing that in the Lord your labor is not in vain). Farmers work hard most 
of the time, but during the harvest, all the time. They're up early and often 
are out in the fields long after the sun goes down. Why? Because that's what 
it takes to bring in the crop. Our Lord wants us to understand that we, too, 
must put real effort into bringing in a spiritual harvest. It will not just happen. 
We have to get to work. This means reaching out to the unchurched and 
building bridges of love that pave the way for spiritual discussions. There will 
be a day when we can no longer bring in the harvest. This will either be when 
the Lord calls us home or raptures His church. Until then, we should always put 
great effort into bringing people into the kingdom.  

• When the harvest is ready, it is a time of great joy. When a farmer finally 
brings in the fruit of his labors he is filled with overwhelming joy! In fact, in 
ancient times the Jews had a feast to celebrate it! It was called Pentecost. It 
was the celebration of the wheat harvest. Remember that it was on the Day of 
Pentecost that the early church was also filled with great joy when God gave 
His Holy Spirit to His people to empower them to live holy lives and be 
effective witnesses, which of course, is the key to a spiritual harvest. Recently, 
I watched the movie, Thirteen Lives, which details the rescue of 12 young 
boys and a soccer coach in Thailand who were trapped in cave when the 
monsoon rains hit. Their rescuers had to swim underwater for two miles over 
a period of six hours to find them. Then in order to save them, they had to 
give each boy and the coach several shots of an anesthetic to keep them 
under while they dragged their bodies through the cave system until they 
finally reached safety. It’s the most amazing rescue I’ve ever heard of. Even 
though I already knew the outcome, I found myself cheering and crying when 
the last person was finally rescued. Did you know that Jesus says that there is 
the same response in heaven over one sinner who comes out of the darkness 
into the light in Luke 15:10?  There is joy before the angels of God over one 
sinner who repents). URGENCY, EFFORT AND JOY ARE ALL FOUND IN THE 
OPPORTUNITY OF THE HARVEST. 

 



The Challenge of the Harvest (Matthew 9:37 -- The harvest is plentiful but the 
laborers are few). Sadly, there just aren't that many people who are really 
concerned for those who are harassed and helpless. When Jesus walked the 
earth, most of the time He labored on His own. Since He ascended to heaven, His 
plan for reaping the rest of the harvest has been to commission His followers to 
join Him. 
• This included the twelve disciples. The book of Acts details how they shared 

the good news of the Gospel while ministering to the needs of everyone they 
encountered along the way. Theirs' was a verbal witness and a visual one. 
Motivated by love, their highest hope was faith. 

• This includes all His disciples (See Matthew 28:18-20). If you're a follower of 
Christ, you are under the same commission to make disciples of Christ and it 
all starts with your first step toward your neighbor, friend, co-worker or family 
member.  

 
The Hope for the Harvest (Matthew 9:38 -- Therefore pray earnestly to the Lord 
of the Harvest to send out workers into His harvest). Jesus is ready and willing to 
send out workers in response to our prayers. Actually, the word translated "send 
out" can also be translated "thrust out." And so here it could refer to those who 
are yet to be sent and to those who have already been sent but who need to 
have a fire lit under them so they can get back to loving their neighbors in the 
way God intends and with the result He intends.  
 
Why did I preach on this passage today? I’m pleased to announce that we are at 
a unique and exciting moment in the four and a half years since River Ridge 
Church had its grand opening in March of 2018. From the beginning, we have said 
that our vision is to make multiplying disciples and plant multiplying churches. 
(We have since revised the second half of this vision statement to say “launch 
new River Ridge campuses.” This allows us to work with existing churches that 
would like to partner with us.) WHY DID WE CHOOSE THIS VISION FOR 
OURSELVES? Because we prayed and asked the Lord to lead us to the best way to 
reach more people with the Gospel of Jesus Christ…to increase the harvest…and 
this is the vision He gave us! This morning, I’m HONORED TO ANNOUNCE that the 
elders and staff have been led by God to launch a new River Ridge campus at the 
Trevor-Wilmot Grade School in Trevor, Wisconsin. I suspect that you have might a 
few questions about this faith endeavor so let me share with you how we arrived 
at our decision. 



• Financially, we felt confident we can afford it. For five years we’ve been 
saving money for this purpose. Today, we have $100,000 set aside for our new 
launch. When we add to this a conservative estimate of the giving for the new 
church in the first three years, we realize the funds are there, including enough 
to pay the salary and benefits of a lead pastor and part-time worship person. 
AND IF YOU’RE CONCERNED ABOUT DECREASED GIVING FOR OUR SPRING 
GROVE CAMPUS BECAUSE WE’RE GOING TO SHARE ABOUT TWENTY-FIVE 
VOLUNTEERS WHO WILL GO WITH THE NEW LAUNCH, WE’RE ALREADY 
PLANNING FOR THAT IN NEXT YEAR’S BUDGET. 

• We now have a place to host it. For months we’ve been looking at different 
sights to determine the best location based on a few criteria (affordability, a 
facility that best suits our needs and a community that would be blessed by 
the presence of an evangelical church).  The Trevor-Wilmot Grade School 
provides us with all three. The cost to rent the school is $10/hour. We have 
been assured that we can use any area or room as long as it has not been 
previously reserved. And when you look at the communities in southern 
Kenosha County, there are only a few solid, Bible-based churches west of the I-
94 corridor.  

• We are able to leverage our staff and ministries at our Spring Grove campus 
to support it. For example: The new campus will be able to offer ministry to 
infants and smaller children right away as we have altered Lisa Ring’s job 
description to permit her time to help put those pieces in place. This move will 
not impact the quality of our River Ridge Kids Ministry in Spring Grove. We will 
also be able to offer a student ministry to teens at the new campus that 
partners with our existing group under the leadership of Jeremiah as his team.  
In addition, Pastor Rick  will be able to provide administrative support for the 
new lead pastor to free him to do make disciples and do outreach. 

• We are still able to add to our facility at our Spring Grove campus should we 
choose to do so. The elders and staff recognize that this is not an either/or. If 
the people here at our current location believe we need to add on more 
building space to account for our growth, we will not be limited by the new 
campus.  

• Our plan is to begin the search process and, if possible, hire a new pastor 
prior to our soft launch in May of 2023. He will have the opportunity to talk 
with interested people in this church about going with him to our new campus. 
In addition, we will not have our grand opening until September of 2023, 



allowing him time to build relationships with people in the communities in and 
around Trevor. 
 

Yes, this is a faith endeavor, but it’s one we’ve been preparing for since we first 
started River Ridge Church. We have always believed that the best way to reach 
boys and girls and men and women with the Gospel is to mobilize God’s people 
by putting them in the middle of a community with that purpose in mind.  Dr. J. 
Wilbur Chapman, famous evangelist, said that the New Testament tells of forty 
people, each suffering from the same disease, that were healed by Jesus. Of this 
number, thirty-four were either brought to Jesus by friends, or He was taken to 
them. In only six cases out of forty did the sufferers find the way to Jesus 
without assistance.  Of the vast number of people who find their way to Jesus 
today, most of them reach Him because the friends of Jesus are concerned about 
the welfare of their souls...and with that thought in mind, they engage in bringing 
in the harvest! THAT’S WHY WE’RE LAUNCHING A NEW CAMPUS. WE WANT TO 
SEE PEOPLE FROM OTHER AREAS COME TO KNOW CHRIST AND EXPERIENCE THE 
LOVE AND CARE FOR THEIR SOULS THAT GOD’S PEOPLE CAN PROVIDE.  
 

CONNECTION GROUP DISCUSSION 
 

Preparation: As the facilitator, you should read through the message thoughtfully 
and prayerfully. Ask the Lord to give you understanding of His Word so that you 
can lead a fruitful discussion. 
 
Open the Group in Prayer 
 
Text: Matthew 9:35-38 -- And Jesus went throughout all the cities and villages, 
teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom and 
healing every disease and every affliction. 36  When he saw the crowds, he had 
compassion for them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep 
without a shepherd. 37  Then he said to his disciples, "The harvest is plentiful, 
but the laborers are few;  38 therefore pray earnestly to the Lord of the harvest 
to send out laborers into his harvest."  
 
Discussion Questions: 

• Verse 36 says that there were crowds of people who were drawn to our 
Lord. Why do you think He was so popular? 



• What do you think of this statement? People don’t care how much you 
know until the know how much you care.  

• How did Jesus demonstrate compassion in His ministry to people? What 
balance did He strike when it came to teaching the Word, proclaiming the 
Gospel and healing the afflicted? 

• What did Jesus mean when He referred to His fellow Jews as harassed and 
helpless? Why would a good shepherd be the difference between sheep 
that are in constant distress and those that are flourishing? In what ways 
was Jesus a good shepherd? 

• In farming, when is the only time of year when it can be said that the 
harvest is plentiful? Jesus said that the harvest was plentiful. What was 
He talking about?  

• Jesus said that the problem with the harvest was not that there weren’t 
enough souls to reach, but that there were not enough laborers to brin 
them all in.  Do you think this is still true today? Why or why not? 

• What role does prayer play in advancing the kingdom of God? 
• For the last six months, we’ve been praying that God would lead us to a 

place to launch a second campus of River Ridge Church. GO OVER THE 
FIVE POINTS UNDER THE HEADING – WHY DID I PREACH ON THIS PASSAGE 
TODAY? 

• In your opinion, is this in keeping with what Jesus had in mind when He 
issued His Great Commission in Matthew 28:18-20.  

• What do we need to be praying about in order for this to take place? 
 
Close in Prayer  


