The Hardest Part of the Harvest 

Matt 3:7-12 But when he saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees coming for baptism, he said to them, "You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come? 8 Bear fruit in keeping with repentance. 9 And do not presume to say to yourselves, 'We have Abraham as our father,' for I tell you, God is able from these stones to raise up children for Abraham. 10 Even now the axe is laid to the root of the trees. Every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. 11 "I baptize you with water for repentance, but he who is coming after me is mightier than I, whose sandals I am not worthy to carry. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire. 12 His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear his threshing floor and gather his wheat into the barn, but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire." ESV

Luke 22:31-32 "Simon, Simon, behold, Satan demanded to have you, that he might sift you like wheat, 32 but I have prayed for you that your faith may not fail. And when you have turned again, strengthen your brothers." ESV

_______________________________________________________________________

Harvest.  The thought of it in Biblical days brought to mind hard work and much labor but something that was satisfying and well worth the effort.  For a farmer, it was time to gather in the fruit of much sowing and tending and after the harvest was in, it would be a time of feasting and rejoicing and plenty.  When God called Israel to settle in the Promised Land, the harvest season and its figures became synonymous with living for the Lord and the cycles of winter and then seedtime, cultivating and harvesting became the cycles of life.  It’s no wonder, then, that there are so many allusions to such things in the scriptures; Jesus joined with the prophets of the Old Testament to use such common things as figures of God’s work among His people.  

Today, even the person who has been in the Apostolic church understands the basic figures.  The seed, Jesus tells us, is the Word of God and the ground is our hearts.  God is trying to produce within us and within this world a harvest of souls.  And there is a limited season in which the harvest of people can be accomplished.  He looked out from Samaria and saw the fields about four months from harvesting and told us that the harvest season spiritually was upon us and not to put it off or think it waits for a later date.  The harvest season is now.  So, you just joined the Apostolic church and were just born again – never mind that you got here at the 11th hour – quick, get to the fields for the harvest doesn’t wait!  So you’ve got this issue and that issue in your life, yet you are needed in the field of souls!  So you’ve put much time in this area of your life and have given decades – the harvest is even greater now; please don’t stop reaping and working!  The issue has always been, in the words of our Lord, “the harvest is plentiful but the laborers are few.”  

And the harvest is valuable.  People are the wheat and corn and grapes of God’s harvest.  Humans are the fish that He nets.  And born again people are the laborers.  He could have ten thousands of ten thousands of angels to do the job, but He has entrusted this job to you and I because only those who have tasted of His love and mercy and Spirit and goodness can share that with others.  The angels dream about it; the angels desire to look into it; the angels wish that they could experience the salvation that you and I have tasted and discovered to be sweet, but they can only look from the outside, therefore they would be poor representations to human beings.  So God has chosen to use the weaker vessel, humanity, with all of its frailties, imperfections, vices, and shortcomings.  We who tire easily and who get stressed out and who are easily distracted, yet have been chosen to be the ones to reap the harvest.  Oh, the angels will make the final separation and help to draw it to glory in the end, but today – today, you and I are privileged to be a part of something much bigger than ourselves.  It is an honor to work for our Master, the Lord of the Harvest.  

We cannot forget this calling.  We cannot forget this mandate.  We cannot ever forget that in everything else that we do, our primary and foremost calling is to win others to God and to help gather the harvest.  That is why we have Sunday School and Kid’s praise.  That is why we have youth service.  That is why we have Sunday services and a Wednesday midweek.  That is why we have Blessed Threads and Tuesday night Bible Study.  That is why we have ASL classes going on right now in hopes of one day beginning a deaf ministry.  That is why we have Adopt-a-blocks and outreach breakfasts and why we go into the community and try to inspire other Christians even from other churches to catch a vision of living beyond themselves.  That is why we worship and why we study the Word of God.  That is why we gather for prayer.  That is why we are praying for a new church that is bigger and can hold more.  Because we are called to harvest.  We are called to reach people.  A church that forgets the harvest has lost all reason to exist.  A church is not a church that is not in the harvest.  

And it is fun!  There is nothing so refreshing as seeing someone going down in the waters of baptism, unless it’s seeing someone filled for the first time with the baptism of the Holy Spirit!  What a joy it is to see others for the first time see their lives from His purpose and His standpoint.  What a glory it is to see people’s dreams and emptiness fulfilled and filled!  What a glory it is to lay down a weary head late on a Sunday night and look back and know that God’s work prospered and Jesus’ church grew and God’s kingdom increased that weak in our area!  There is no greater joy.  If you are idle, then let me tell you that you are missing out on one of the most blessed parts of the Christian life.  You are missing out on the very thing that you were first called to do.  You may never teach a Bible Study or Sunday School class, but you have influence with people and you are called to harvest.  Speaking publicly might not be your thing, but I find that Jesus won more souls individually than He ever did speaking to the crowds.  He spoke privately with the woman at the well, and she brought the entire village!  He spoke privately with Nicodemus and in the book of Acts, “a great many priests” were saved as well as other Pharisees.  He met privately with Saul on the road to Damascus and the entire Gentile world discovered the good news of His glory!  He sent Philip to the eunuch and an entire nation of millions is alive in the Holy Spirit today.  If you are breathing, then you are in the harvesting business.  Don’t be idle when the Lord has need of you!  The night is coming when no man can work!  And you’d be missing out on the funnest part of the whole thing!  Heaven will be one huge celebration of God’s harvest – how funny it is that if some people go as they think they are to that blessed place, they will be strangely out of place in all of the rejoicing in something that they had no part in helping.  It’s about the harvest!  Get into the fields – God has a great harvest for us!  

________________________________________________________________________

Yet there is a part of the harvest that is not at all fun.  Though hard work, it is fun seeing the sheaves being reaped and bundled together.  Some ministers are in the habit of counting sheaves and although I wonder about the fixation on numbers sometimes, if the lost are being reached better because of some friendly spirit of competition, then so be it!  Anybody who ever cut grass knows that there is some measure of satisfaction at looking at the yard after you have done and being able to see visible fruits of your recent labor.  Take that small amount of satisfaction and multiply it by a hundred fold and you begin to feel what a farmer feels as the harvest is being bundled and brought towards the barns.  All of the unknown stuff is over.  The uncertainty of rain and weather, the hard work of preparing the field and tilling and planting and protecting is done.  There will be an increase and a fruit of his great labor this year.  And seeing that come to fruition is a wonderful sight.  

Yet a harvest that has been gathered and sheaved and bundled is a great sight, but it is not altogether finished.  There is yet that one part of the harvest, the hardest part.  There is the threshing floor.  Those beautiful sheaves of wheat are only partly a harvest.  The small kernel of fruit of the plant is surrounded by a hard, inedible husk and chaff.  It must be disconnected from the fibrous stem in order to be useful.  And so after the harvest is brought in, then the threshing begins.  The wheat is beaten with a large stick with a floppy end to separate the good from the bad and then the farmer takes a winnowing fork and tosses the beaten husks into the air and begins the process of “sifting” the wheat.  This is done on a hard, level and open ground when the wind is blowing and the wind blows the husk and the chaff and the straw away and the good, heavy grains of wheat fall back down to the floor.  Again and again the winnowing fork tosses the mixture into the air and allows the separation to continue.  Again and again.  Until finally all of the chaff and excess is gone and all that remains is to sweep up the small kernels and store them.  All of the hard work and all of that huge harvest has come to this, and yet this is the prize because only this can produce flour and bread and sustenance.  It is hard work.  It is tireless work.  It is a bit disheartening to see such volume reduced to such small kernels.  Yet it is essential and although hard no harvest is complete without it.  Again and again the winnowing fork throws the grains into the process of sifting and each time the fruit is purer and purer.  

_______________________________________________________________________

John very memorably introduced Jesus Christ to us with vivid language.  He told the crowds that he baptized with repentance, but the One who was coming after him would baptize them with the Holy Spirit and with fire!  He told them that God had anointed him for a time, but this Christ to come would be so great that John didn’t feel worthy to even tie His shoes.  We like that imagery.  Truly Jesus Christ is great and we shout over the fact that He still baptizes us with the Holy Ghost!  But sometimes we shout and get excited and quote verse 11 and forget that attached to it is the work of verse 12.  We read in those verses:

Matt 3:11b-12 He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire. 12 His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear his threshing floor and gather his wheat into the barn, but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire." ESV

Pentecostals in particular rejoice over the work of Christ prophesied about the Holy Spirit – and rightfully so – but often lost is the work of the Lord of the Harvest that comes immediately afterwards.  He baptizes us with the Holy Spirit and with fire.  This is how He separates us from the world.  This is how He gathers us together as a harvest, and yet then we forget that the scriptures declare that there is then a sifting process that begins in our lives.  He who baptizes with the Holy Spirit and fire, then – after that baptism – takes up the winnowing fork in his hand and begins to clear His threshing floor and gather His wheat.  And the chaff is burned up with unquenchable fire.  For a thresher to “clear his threshing floor” meant that he completely sifted the pile of grain that was sitting there and reduced it to the kernels and such language speaks to us of the surety of the threshing and sifting process in our lives.  “He will clear His threshing floor.”  He will build His church, but just as surely as that, “He will clear His threshing floor.”  To give yourself to Christ is to readily submit to the process of sifting and that is the hardest part of the harvest!  

It speaks to us of two things:  a personal sifting in our life of the non essential and the excess and the hard and the worthless and the sin being separated from us and removed so that we can become the fruit of worth that God desires.  It also speaks to us imagery of the process of God’s kingdom in general, with Jesus sifting the church and some people who seemed sincere turning out to be but chaff and offal and others discovered to be genuine.  Again I remind you:  faith professed is not genuine until it has been tried.  And so all people that He fills, He sifts.  All those who join themselves with Christ and His church go to the threshing floor.  All those that feel the touch of His Spirit as the sickle separates them from the world also feel the winnowing fork toss them wildly in the air.  And it is not fun for the reaper or for the harvest that is being purified.  It’s hard work, but essential if God is to have His harvest.  There’s no escaping it – He will clear His threshing floor.        

It is hard because as Jesus Christ takes the winnowing fork to a church, we see others that we thought were real yet fall away.  Take a moment and think of those who were baptized and entered the Apostolic church at about the same time as you and you will immediately be able to think about someone who is not here today.  It hurts to see people fall by the wayside or be blown away spiritually but understand that “He will clear His threshing floor.”  You are here because you allowed the process in your life.  If I do not allow Him to separate the wheat from the chaff in my life – the good from the bad – and to remove some things from me, then I remove myself from the harvest.  You are here not because you were better looking than the others and not because you were more spiritual or more talented or a better human being but rather because you allowed the process and yielded to the process.  You somewhere made up in your mind that whatever had to be removed and whatever had to be separated from your life in order to stay with the master was worth it!  And you have been winnowed; you have been sifted, and yet what a great work God is doing in your life!  It’s hard but it’s worth it! 

It’s the hardest part of the harvest because if affects all of us where we live.  No child of God is exempt and no age of people are exempt.  There are no big Christians who get a free pass.  He will clear His threshing floor.  When we attempt to join ourselves to this great kingdom of God, He tests us and cleanses us and refines us.  Sometimes it’s not easy, but heaven will be worth it and – if we would be transparent enough to admit it – our lives in the here and now are worth it.  I may not yet be the man that God wants me to be, but if I’m still here and have submitted to the plan of God for my life, then I’m far from what I used to be and a great deal better than I once was.  Threshing and sifting and winnowing is painful and so it’s hard, but what a glorious result!  

________________________________________________________________________

In another place in scripture, Jesus described this process in slightly different figures and terms, but the meaning is the same.  As the very last salvo in that war on a sinful and selfish humanity that we call the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus shot off this parable:

Matt 7:24-27 "Everyone then who hears these words of mine and does them will be like a wise man who built his house on the rock. 25 And the rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat on that house, but it did not fall, because it had been founded on the rock. 26 And everyone who hears these words of mine and does not do them will be like a foolish man who built his house on the sand. 27 And the rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell, and great was the fall of it." ESV

This was how Christ closed that great body of teaching that He no doubt repeated often to the crowds during His second year of ministry.  Right before it, He turned to the subject of the final harvest and how that not all who seem holy and righteous will turn out to be so.  And then as if to emphasize that this was the heart of the matter, Jesus told this parable.  Everyone is like one of two houses and those are the only two possibilities.  Either you are wise and you are hearing and obeying the Word of God and building your house on a solid rock, or you are foolish and are building on sand that will eventually sink.  What I would have you to know is that what came against each house was identical in both cases.  Whether it was built upon the rock or the sand, we are told, “and the rains fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat on that house.”  The result was different depending upon the foundation of choice, but the testing was the same.  

So it is our lives.  To return to the sifting and harvest analogy, no Christian survives because they had it easier than others.  In time, the same things test all Christians.  Over time, we will face much of the same thing.  Every Christian has storms, every Christian has rain that falls, and every Christian has time of calamities and floods.  The difference is not in what we experience but whether we were genuine to begin with.  And so faith is tested – you can count on it! – Because faith is not genuine until it has been through the fire and the flood and the threshing floor!    

I brought up this parable because it identifies three agents of sifting in our lives.  The trials experienced were “the rains came, the wind blew, and the floods came.”  One came from above, one came from the side, and one came from below.  Let’s take them in reverse order:

The Flood – Satan Sifts

Every Christian who has become a part of the harvest experiences “the enemy coming in like as a flood.”  Even Jesus Christ, the Son of God, had Satan show up to try Him and to thresh Him; you don’t think that you and I who have been born again to be called sons of God will be any different, do you?  In our other text, we read an exchange between our Lord and Simon Peter:

Luke 22:31-32 "Simon, Simon, behold, Satan demanded to have you, that he might sift you like wheat, 32 but I have prayed for you that your faith may not fail. And when you have turned again, strengthen your brothers." ESV

This is after Simon had left all to follow Christ.  This is after Peter’s great confession of who Jesus Christ is.  When Simon Peter joined himself as a part of the harvest, Satan came to sift him like wheat.  And notice that Jesus didn’t say, “but I forbade Satan” rather, “but I have prayed for you that your faith may not fail.”  In other words, “you’re going to have to endure the sifting of Satan, Peter, it’s a part of the process.  

Satan sifts by dangling temptation and trying to make sin so alluring that we believe the lie that it is good for us.  He then sifts us by trying to get us to justify it and continue in it.  He knows that God will not tolerate sin and that if he can get us to give ourselves to it, God will have to drive us from the garden of His blessing.  

Satan sifts by trying to get us to question what God has said.  He came to Eve and asked, “Did God actually say…?”  And God allows this because you need to know what it was that God said.  You’re not a robot, but a human being created in the image of God that thus has a choice and God does not hold back those who mock us for our beliefs and those who question because God wants to know if you are really doing it because you know it’s right or not.  Those who know exactly what God ‘s Word says will not waffle on what they believe nor will they compromise.  But those who are only doing it as an outward show for other people’s sake will not stand and so the sifter comes.

Satan sifts by questioning our newfound identity in Christ.  The voice from heaven had just declared over Jesus, “this is my beloved Son” but all three times, Satan came “if you are the Son of God…”  It is the same with us:  you claim to have changed, but have you really?  You claim to have given your life completely to God, but have you?  Are you really living for Him?  Are you totally devoted to Him?  Don’t answer that with words, for we will discover the truth in time by your actions in response to the sifting.  But you will never make it unless you believe what God has spoken over your life over what Satan questions.  If God has declared to you that you are forgiven, then you are forgiven, no matter what the voice of condemnation says.  If God has declared that you are a new creature and that old things are passed away, then it is true, even if voices would try to continue to label by the past.  If God has declared you to be His child, then that is your primary identity no matter what you were known as before!  But Satan will question what God has spoken and it is a sifting process.  Choose to believe God!  

There is another source of sifting in our lives:

The Wind – Life Sifts

The winds of this world shift continually and it has a beating and a wearing effect on everyone who lives on earth.  One day it is a cool breeze, and the next a scorching southward wind!  One day it is bringing rain and the next dryness.  God could have started over after the Flood with a new earth but that would have meant giving up on you and I and so He has allowed the earth, in its state of flux with seasons and drought to remain as a force acting upon His children.  If things were perfect down here, we might never long to go up there with Him.  And the dry wind of drought is a sifter, no doubt, because when the blessings of life seem to dry up and the fortunes of the whims of life seem to have shifted to be in our face, some Christians throw in the towel.  The Apostolic church, unfortunately, has its share of fair-weather Christians.  But the wind at our back of blessing is just as much a sifter if not more than the ill wind that blows.  Because many Christians get so caught up in their business and in material things and in their own expenditure that they forget the harvest and the kingdom of God and never sell out as they should.  They are just caught up by the cares of life, that they don’t really have time for God and so they drift away just as surely lost as if they had sold their soul to the devil.  

Are you the real deal?  The hardest part of the harvest will reveal it.  A little time of living will reveal it.  Because the wheat grows with the tares – remember that parable?  You cannot tell by looking at first glance who will make it.  But in time, it becomes obvious.  Be wary of wishing the pastor would rid the church of all the hypocrites, because some of them aren’t hypocrites that appear so and some that do not appear so are.  Only God can tell the difference; God and time.  Let a little life come and we’ll find out who’s real and who’s not.  The genuine survive the winds of life because their foundation is built upon true obedience to the Word of God.  The genuine are sifted in good times and in bad times and yet stay with the Lord of the Harvest.  He will clear His threshing floor and the wind is a main tool that He uses to separate the chaff from the wheat.  Faith professed that cannot last was not truly faith to begin with.  A commitment and vow that cannot endure through good and bad times is worthless.  And so the winds of life blow and the sifting process continue in our lives!  

There is a third source of sifting:

The Rain – Jesus Sifts

Never forget that a third and major source of sifting is heavenward.  People often confuse the three, but with a little thought, you can usually tell which direction from which the winnowing fork springs.  And Jesus is the Lord of the Harvest.  He draws to Himself through the baptism of the Holy Spirit and yet that is not the final thought, but rather only the beginning.  The next verse plays out in each life, where The Baptizer becomes the Winnower. 

Jesus sifts by getting to and dealing with the root of the matters of our life.  John told the Pharisees, “The axe is already laid at the root of the tree.”  That was a prophecy about the coming of Christ.  John didn’t mess around but got to the heart of the matter and this was because He was the forerunner of Christ.  Christ doesn’t mess around either.  Outward appearances don’t fool Jesus; He told the Pharisees, “You’re whited sepulchers full of dead men’s bones.”  Fake religious practice doesn’t convince the Master who knows the heart of men.  Going through the motions doesn’t impress the One who demands complete heart and soul in following Him!  Jesus has never messed with peripherals, but rather gets to the heart of the matter.  And sometimes, when God and His Word begins to deal with the root issues of a person’s life rather than just putting a band-aid on the owie on the outside, sometimes people suddenly want to run.  The Word of God is a sifter because it divides us asunder and separates things from us if we allow it to do what it desires.  It bares us open so that we can see how we really are and oftentimes that is a scary sight.  We find that we are not so holy on our own.  We find that we are not so good inherently.  We find that there is much in us that is not like Him.  And so we either allow Him to purge us and the winnowing fork to correct us or we run from His threshing floor.  He will clear His floor one way or another!  If you remain, you will be separated from the extra and the baggage.  If you remain long enough, you will be tossed enough that things will change and change radically in your life!  The Word will get to the point of your life and eventually people either change or leave His floor; they either get to the root of the matter and make some fundamental changes or they abscond the place. 

Jesus sifts us by that carrying the cross thing.  He never asked you to carry His cross, but He did say that:

Matt 16:24 Then Jesus told his disciples, "If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. ESV          

You must deny yourself – that’s a hard sifter, right there – and take up your cross and follow Him.  But here’s the kicker that He didn’t bother mentioning:  you don’t choose your cross, but rather your cross is chosen for you.  He never commands you to make your own cross.  Rather you are to take up your cross that is before you.  And God chooses our cross for us. Sometimes other people choose our cross for us.  Sometimes life creates our cross for us.  No matter who creates it, God ultimately chose it for you and that becomes a huge source of sifting in many people’s life because a cross is tough to bear and is not velvet lined.  Real crosses don’t have a wheel at the bottom making it easier to carry.  Real crosses are tough.  They are not iron so as to be impossible to carry, but they are a load to bear.  They often surprise us!  They are often easy at first but lead to our flesh dying in the end!  The road will be longer than you thought.  Other people will always be in on the crucifixion process of your flesh and like all of the disciples did at Jesus’ arrest, many people run from even the thought of a cross.  But it is a necessary part of living for God.  

Jesus never hid it from us.  He never tried to gloss over it even when men didn’t want to hear about it.  And the cross is a sifter.  There are some things in your life that you might seek God repeatedly and He chooses not to deliver you from.  There are some situations that might never resolve on this side of glory and you not know why God did not help the situation.  There are some dilemmas that you may not ever figure out on this side.  And it just might be that if you are to go to heaven, you will go to heaven despite those things.  If the son of God went to heaven with scars, then so will every child of God that follows in His footsteps, but understand that looking back we will realize that actually the truth of the matter is that we wouldn’t have ever made it without the cross.  One day we will realize that it was our cross that kept us on the right path because there are many paths that are impossible to take with the cross on our back.  It strangely flows smoothly down the strait and narrow way but cannot fit the broad and wide gate!  One day we will realize that it was our cross that kept us focused on what we needed to be focusing upon and one day we will thank God for our crosses.  

Sifting is the hardest part of the harvest!  The key to surviving it is found in your faith.  Jesus wanted Simon Peter to survive the sifting so He prayed for him that, “his faith would not fail.”  The key to surviving the sifting is making sure your faith remains strong.  You’ve got to believe in the process.  You’ve got to believe that God knows what He is doing.  When Satan comes with His questions and His condemnation, you’ve got to have faith in what God has said over the voice of the devil.  When life comes at you with blessing and with hardships, you’ve got to have faith that if it gets to the point where it’s too much, God will provide an escape and that God is causing all things to work together for my good.  And when Jesus is working on the root issues of your life and there’s that cross that is ever present, you’ve got to trust in God’s ways more than your own understanding.  Your faith in His Word and His goodness and His promises cannot waver because the only thing that can withstand the testing time of the winds, waves, and rain is being built on a foundation of hearing the Word of God and doing it!  And faith comes by hearing and hearing by the Word of God.  I pray that your faith never fails for with it, you can endure all things.  But your faith will be tested.  He will clear His threshing floor and that is always the hardest part of the harvest!  

