
MATTHEW 9:35—10:8. (EHV)
Jesus traveled through all the towns and villages, teaching in their synagogues, 
preaching the gospel of the kingdom, and healing every disease and every 
sickness. When he saw the crowds, he was moved with compassion for them, 
because they were troubled and downcast, like sheep without a shepherd. Then 
he said to his disciples, “The harvest is plentiful, but the workers are few. 
Therefore pray that the Lord of the harvest will send out workers into his harvest.” 
Jesus called his twelve disciples to himself and gave them authority to drive out 
unclean spirits and to heal every disease and every sickness. These are the 
names of the twelve apostles: first, Simon (who is called Peter) and his brother 
Andrew; James the son of Zebedee and his brother John; Philip and 
Bartholomew; Thomas and Matthew the tax collector; James the son of 
Alphaeus, and Thaddaeus; Simon the Zealot and Judas Iscariot, who betrayed 
him. Jesus sent these twelve out and commanded them, “Do not go among the 
Gentiles, and do not enter any town of the Samaritans. Go instead to the lost 
sheep of the house of Israel. As you go, preach this message: ‘The kingdom of 
heaven is near!’ Heal the sick. Raise the dead. Cleanse lepers. Drive out 
demons. Freely you have received; freely give.”

	 Food waste is an issue for us in the United States. An often-cited study from 2010 
suggests that about one-third of our food at the retail and consumer levels is wasted. That’s 
billions of dollars’ worth every year. 
	 But a factor in food waste that’s often overlooked is not the food wasted at the retail and 
consumer levels, but the perfectly good food that is never harvested to begin with. In 2012 the 
state of Washington enjoyed the second-largest apple crop in its history, but the apple growers 
lost more than one-quarter of their harvest because they could not find enough skilled workers to 
harvest the apples. 
	 That is the problem that Jesus sees as he looks out at his field. He sees a harvest going to 
waste. “The harvest is plentiful but the workers are few.” But Jesus isn’t talking about peaches, 
apples, corn, wheat, or anything like that. He’s talking about something far more precious. Today 
we want Jesus to tell us through Matthew what his harvest is, what there is to do about it, and 
why. 

1. The Harvest 
	 What is Jesus’s harvest? Jesus makes that pretty clear: “Jesus traveled through all the 
towns and villages, teaching in their synagogues, preaching the gospel of the kingdom, and 
healing every disease and every sickness. When he saw the crowds, he was moved with 
compassion for them, because they were troubled and downcast, like sheep without a shepherd. 
Then he said to his disciples, ‘The harvest is plentiful, but the workers are few. Therefore pray 
that the Lord of the harvest will send out workers into his harvest.’” 
	 The harvest is the crowd of human souls. And just as our hearts might sink when we look 
out at an orchard whose produce is simply rotting on the branches or on the ground, so Jesus has 
compassion as he looks out at the crowd of souls and sees their pitiful state. Many pastors like to 
talk about the Greek word used to describe Jesus’s compassion here. The Greeks thought of the 
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internal organs as the seat of the emotions, and the word used here is a form of the word for 
intestines. We might say that as Jesus looked out at the crowds, his guts churned. He felt deeply 
sorry for them; he pitied them. 
	 Why? “They were troubled and downcast, like sheep without a shepherd.” They were like 
a sheep that is purchased from one flock and added to a different flock. It effectively does not 
have a shepherd because its ear has not been trained to respond to its new shepherd, so it runs 
around banging its head against the walls of the sheepfold, emitting a stream of pitiful, 
heartbreaking cries. To use an illustration you might see today, they were like a fawn without a 
mother, wandering around aimlessly and uncertain, easy prey for whatever predator happens to 
come along. 
	 And then Jesus says, “The harvest is plentiful but the workers are few.” So he not only 
compares them to sheep, but to unharvested crops. Their lives are going to waste. 
	 Jesus is talking about the sinful human condition and its effects, right? By nature all 
humans look for happiness and for fulfillment and for answers in all the wrong places. They look 
for peace with God in all the wrong places. They do this because their hearts are not right with 
the true God. Their hearts are hostile to the true God, and many don’t even know it. They are 
headed down the road to eternal destruction in hell, and many don’t even know it. They are easy 
prey for the devil as he prowls around. 

I enjoy views where I can take in a whole city. I like going to games at the Leahy Bowl, 
not just because I like baseball, but also because you can take in a lot of the city of Winner from 
up there. I like approaching Rapid City when coming down out of the Black Hills, and seeing it 
nestled in the valley below. There was an exit ramp onto I-35 in Austin that I liked to take, 
because where the ramp was highest I could turn and look to the north and see the city of Austin 
with its skyscrapers sprawling out in front of me. 
	 But there are always two stages whenever I get to see those views. The first stage is, 
“Wow, what a beautiful sight.” But the second stage is that I think of this passage and I think of 
all the people contained in that view. Many of the people in that view are so busy, running 
around like chickens with their heads cut off, but do they even know why? Or even if they are 
taking life easy and enjoying it, do they know what its purpose is? Are their pursuits of business 
or pleasure what they think life is all about? How many of the souls that I’m looking at don’t 
know the Good Shepherd and are therefore headed to hell? 
	 Those scenes, and countless others throughout our country and the world—that is the 
harvest. Sinful souls, by nature doomed to destruction—that is the harvest. 

2. What to Do about the Harvest 
	 But it’s one thing to look out at the harvest going to waste and feel sorry for it and pity it. 
It’s another thing to do something about it. When I hear about food waste, it doesn’t just make 
me feel bad, but it usually prompts me to action, at least for a little while. Maybe I won’t be so 
picky about the fruit I pick up at the store next time. Maybe I’ll be a little more careful about 
how much food I make for myself or order for myself at a restaurant. Maybe I won’t complain as 
much about having leftovers. But what about this infinitely and eternally more significant 
situation with Jesus’s harvest field? 
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	 The first solution Jesus gives is quite simple: “The harvest is plentiful, but the workers 
are few. Therefore pray that the Lord of the harvest will send out workers into his harvest.” The 
Lord is the one in charge of this harvest. No matter which scene of human souls we are looking 
at, it is his harvest field. So ask him to send more workers into the harvest. Appeal to the very 
fact that it is his harvest, that he has bought all these souls with his own blood, that he cares 
about them and that his heart goes out to them even more, infinitely more, than yours or mine 
does. 
	 Unbelievers like to make fun of prayer. “While you guys are wasting your time praying, 
we’re actually out doing something about the world’s problems.” But when Jesus’s guts are 
churning about this problem, he wouldn’t tell us to pray for more workers unless it actually did 
something. When we pray, the Lord of the harvest, the Lord of the universe, hears us and 
answers us for his name’s sake. 
	 We should regularly be doing this, because Jesus told us to, but here and now is an 
especially great time to take Jesus’s words to heart. As we look at the situation in the visible 
Christian church in the United States from year to year, there are more troubled and downcast 
souls around us, not less. As we look at our church body’s called worker situation and we see 
large numbers of called workers retiring, and not as large of numbers of new called workers 
going out into the harvest, the number of pastor and teacher vacancies is large, and by human 
measures looks to increase in the years to come. Pray for more workers. 
	 Pray for more workers because God does not call and send all Christians to be workers in 
the sense that he is talking about them here. Paul says that it was Jesus was gave some to be 
apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers. And it 
is in fact wrong when people try to be workers in his harvest without God actually calling and 
sending them; that’s why Jesus tells us to pray that God would send more workers into his 
harvest field. God complains through the prophet Jeremiah, “I did not send these prophets, yet 
they have run with their message” (Jer. 23:21). And Paul talks about how God is not a God is 
disorder, but of peace. God does not want all Christians indiscriminately running around as 
pastors and evangelists. So pray that God would call and send more workers into his harvest. 
	 Pray, but don’t just pray. “[Jesus] said to his disciples, ‘… Pray that the Lord of the 
harvest will send out workers into his harvest.’ Jesus called his twelve disciples to himself… 
Jesus sent these twelve out…” When Christians care about the things Christ cares about, and so 
pray for the things Christ tells them to pray for, they will give careful thought to whether Jesus 
might use them to answer their own prayer. 
	 You see, the one problem is when everyone wants to be a pastor or evangelist. But the 
other problem, equally bad, is when no one wants to consider whether they might be a pastor or 
teacher or evangelist, when they say, “Oh, that’s for the pastor or the council to do,” when they 
aren’t willing to say, “I may not be equipped for this task right now, but maybe I just need some 
training.” 
	 Were you listening before when I read the list of people Jesus called? There were 
fishermen, there was a tax collector, there was a political activist, and there was even a man who 
would betray Jesus. Jesus is not looking for rocket scientists; he is not looking for the world’s 
smoothest operators and coolest characters. You may have already seen on the back of the 
bulletin the opening for a Vacation Bible School teacher. This is just one of many ways you can 
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ask yourself, “Is God calling me to be part of the answer to my prayer for more workers in his 
harvest?” 

3. Why? 
	 Finally, we need to ask, “Why?” Why should we be asking for workers? Why do we need 
them? What are they going to do? 
	 “Jesus sent these twelve out and commanded them, ‘… As you go, preach this message: 
“The kingdom of heaven is near!” Heal the sick. Raise the dead. Cleanse lepers. Drive out 
demons. Freely you have received; freely give.’” Jesus gave the apostles the authority to do 
miracles, but that isn’t the main reason he sent them out. Performing miracles doesn’t harvest 
souls. He sent them out to preach a message, a message of good news: The kingdom of heaven is 
near. In Jesus, heaven has come down to us. 
	 He sent them out to preach what they themselves had freely received—forgiveness for 
their sinful condition, forgiveness for their spiritual indifference and lackluster prayer life, 
forgiveness for all their sins, and with forgiveness, holiness and eternal life through faith in Jesus 
their Savior. He sent them out to preach what they themselves had freely received, because in 
preaching that, Jesus would be freely giving those same gifts to others too. And that is the only 
way he gives those gifts. 
	 This is a message that Jesus wants us to share in an official, public, and representative 
way, like these disciples did, but it’s a message he also wants us to share in word and deed in our 
individual callings and stations, whatever they may be, as God gives us the opportunity. 

	 There’s an enormous harvest out there. Pray for workers to bring it in, consider whether 
you yourself might be one of those workers to one extent or another, and all of you can take part 
in that harvest work and support that harvest work by freely giving as you have freely received 
from your Savior. Amen.
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