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White to Harvest



“People may 
sometimes be ripe 
for a ministry just 
as corn is ripe  for 
reaping.” 



Introduction
The following is an updated extract from George 
Hutcheson’s Commentary on the Gospel of John.   
He explains and applies the words of the Lord 
Jesus Christ in John 4:35-37.  Ministers labour in 
comparatively barren times today but there is en-
couragement here that their work is not in vain.

Hutcheson (1615-1674) was noted for expounding 
the Scriptures with great clarity.  C H Spurgeon 
wrote: “He distils the text, and gives his readers 
the quintessence, ready for use”. 

An eminent preacher, he was a minister in Ayrshire 
and Edinburgh In 1662 he was removed from his 
congregation by Parliament together with a large 
number of others. This was for refusing to conform 
to the rule of bishops. His passing from this world 
was very short, only half an hour. His last words 
were: “The Lord has helped, and He will help me”. 

The Samaritans were coming out to the Lord 
Jesus.  This provided an example for Him to 
instruct the disciples. It teaches us about the 
ripesness of a people and their willingness to 
hear the gospel. 

01 A People’s Ripeness
People may sometimes be ripe for a ministry just as 
corn is ripe  for reaping. This is evident when people 
flock to preaching and other ordinances when they 
are offered. This may happen after a long period 
of ignorance of the truth or having been under a 
dead ministry.

Ministers should not neglect such opportunities 
since they will not  regain them easily.  He compares 
the condition of such people to fields already white 
to harvest.  They cannot neglect such a season 
without great damage and loss of grain.

02 The Labourer’s Diligence
Ministers should learn from the diligence of others 
in their outward affairs. The way that they foresee 
and prepare for opportunities should spur min-
isters to consider carefully their own work. They 

should observe the condition of their people and 
long for them to have an inclination to embrace 
the gospel.  They ought to seek to increase this 
when they find it to any extent.  This is what He 
teaches by this comparison.  “There are yet four 
months, and then cometh harvest...behold, I say 
unto you, Lift up your eyes, and look on the fields; 
for they are white already to harvest”.

He says there are yet “four months” to harvest. 
This may be because it was this length of time un-
til the harvest and they had already been speaking 
of this. Otherwise, it may be because in general 
men think about it a long time before.  They ought 
to take much more notice of how ripe people were 
to receive their ministry.

“People may 
sometimes be ripe 
for a ministry just 
as corn is ripe  for 
reaping.” 

Ripeness for the 
Gospel

“Ministers... 
cannot neglect 
such a season 
without great 

damage and loss 
of grain”



“when they are ripe for 
Gods barn, they will be 
brought to eternal life, 
where they will be at 
rest” 



In verse 36, Christ gives reasons for the necessity of 
this duty arising from the reward it would bring. This 
is both a gracious reward in their own persons and 
the reward of being used to save others (1 Timothy 
4:16). 

He explains the combined joy of the Old Testament 
prophets as sowers and the apostles as reapers. 
This alludes to the joy of reapers in harvest and 
their feasts after it was gathered (Isaiah 9:3). This 
teaches us the following.

04 The Labourer’s Wages
Faithful ministers deserve nothing from God and 
may endure much contempt in this world. Yet they 
will have a reward besides the wages due to them in 
this world for their support. They should be encour-
aged that they will not lack an eternal reward from 
God. For “he that reapeth, receiveth wages”.

05 Brought to Eternal Life
Those brought to Christ by ministers may often 
seem to be called to encounter many storms. 
Yet when they are ripe for Gods barn, they will be 
brought to eternal life, where they will be at rest. 
For “the fruit is gathered unto life eternal”.

06 The Fruit of their Labours
Serving God and having His blessing upon the work 
is enough of a reward in itself. There is a promise 
that faithful ministers will be blessed with fruit in 
their labours. It is reward enough to be honoured 
to be used in the salvation of anyone. It is both a 
promise and part of the wages that they gather 
“fruit unto life eternal”. 

07 Faithful Ministers Rejoice
There is joy in heaven at the conversion of a sinner. 
Likewise there will be unspeakable joy when the 
congregation of the first born is brought to heavenly 
perfection. Faithful ministers also rejoice in souls 
being brought to Christ. This work will be complete 
in the day of Christ. Joy is the ultimate result of 
their labour.

08 Joy for All who Labour
God is so generous in allocating the wages of joy 
that none who labour faithfully are excluded from 
it.  His allocation is so abundant that all may share 
in it whatever their success may be. They may do 
so without envying one another’s happiness and 
success. For “both he that soweth and he that 
reapeth may rejoice together”.

The Labourer’s Reward

“There is a 
promise that 

faithful  
ministers will 

be blessed with 
fruit in their  

labours”



“Those who have enjoyed a 
ministry for a long time are 
also under an obligation to 

prove that they have profited 
from previous ministers” 



The third reason given by the Lord Jesus Christ 
for this duty uses a similar comparison (verses 
37-38).  The work in which the apostles were now 
employed was much easier compared to Moses 
and the Old Testament prophets. As with plough-
ing and sowing they had much hard work but saw 
little fruit. Yet this effort made it ripe for the apos-
tles.  In preaching and writing to the Church, the 
prophets laid the ground work for the speedy suc-
cess experienced by the apostles. He refers to the 
saying “One soweth, and another reapeth” as true. 
“I sent you to reap that whereon ye bestowed no 
labour: other men laboured, and ye are entered 
into their labours” (verse 37-38).

09 Easier within Israel
The comparison does not primarily apply to the 
Gentiles. The apostles planted (1 Corinthians 3:6) 
and laid a foundation (Romans 15:20 see also 2 
Corinthians 10:15-16) among them. Even in this 
work the apostles had the advantage of the teach-
ing given to the Jews by the prophets to confirm 
what they preached. The comparison mainly re-
lates to the Church of Israel.  The prophets had 
laboured here and the apostles were  commis-
sioned to this at first (Matthew 10:6). 

10 Comparatively Easy
This does need mean that the apostles had no 
hard work at all. It is to be understood compara-
tively. The hard work of the prophets meant that 
the apostles succeeded with less effort. It is not 
that the prophets reaped or converted no one. 
Their fruit was small, however, in view of the 
amount of effort. It was also small in comparison 
to the apostles who gospel times reaped the fruit 
of the prophet’s hard work. 

Application
1. A spiritual mind makes good use of common 
proverbs, even in spiritual things. This is what 
Christ does here. 

2. The Lord sees fit in His deep wisdom not to let 
all His servants have either the same difficulties or 
success in their calling.  He lets some have hard 
work in preparing ground for Christ and sowing 
the precious seed. Yet these leave this world be-
fore any remarkable fruit of that work appears.  
He may let others see very rich fruits from their la-
bours in their own time. Thus, the prophets were 
sowers and the apostles reapers.  One laboured 
with little visible success the other brought in 
many, sometimes even with one sermon. 

3. Those who labour faithfully in the Lord’s work 
may not experience much visible success. Yet they 
are neither disapproved of nor useless but are doing 
useful service in their generation.  They are work-
ing to help others who will reap the fruit of their la-
bours. The prophets were sowers and the apostles 
entered into their labours and reaped the fruit of 
their sowing. 

4. The easier the Lord makes a minister’s work the 
more delight he should have in engaging in it. Espe-
cially if the Lord does not send him to pagans but 
to a visible Church prepared by the faithful labours 
of others in the past. Christ says “I sent you to reap 
that whereon ye bestowed no labour”. You should 
therefore engage in your work with delight. 

5. Those who have enjoyed a ministry for a long time 
are also under an obligation to prove that they have 
profited from previous ministers. They do this by 
showing themselves prepared to receive the Word 
with greater fruitfulness from the ministers who 
have followed. This comparison teaches us that the 
Church of Israel was like a ripe field for the apostles. 
It had been prepared like a field that has been fer-
tilised and sown. This shows us the duty of others 
when there has been a similar work of preparation.

 

Sowing then Reaping



“to promote the restoration 
of the Christian Church in 
Scotland, by informing, 
educating and promoting 
understanding of the 
attainments of the Second 
Reformation in Scotland”



Reformation Scotland Trust

The Second Reformation was 
a period of radical reformation 
and rediscovery of Biblical truth 
in the Church of Scotland.  It was 
also the period of greatest revival 
throughout the whole nation that 
Scotland has ever experienced.

We aim to promote the biblical 
understanding attained at that time.

The attainments of this period were 
covenanted uniformity in doctrine, 
worship and church government.  

This includes the biblical standards for 
faith and worship produced by the West-
minster Assembly. Amongst these is 
the Westminster Confession of Faith, 
which remains the doctrinal standard 
of the Scottish Presbyterian Church.  

We are convinced that the Christian Church 
needs to re-engage with these teachings once 
more.  The Biblical truths reclaimed in the 
Second Reformation are the only safe foun-
dation for the future of the Scottish Church. 

Our aim is therefore to promote the res-
toration of the Christian Church in Scot-
land, by informing, educating and pro-
moting understanding of the attainments 
of the Second Reformation in Scotland.  
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