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“Look at the Fields!” 

John 4:27-38 

 

 They were amazed—even flabbergasted. Jesus’ disciples could hardly believe it when they 

came back from the village of Sychar (where they’d been to get groceries) and found him talking 

to a Samaritan woman! 

 Nobody dared ask him why he was talking to her. He was, after all, their rabbi. But they had 

to be wondering about it. 

 When the disciples returned, this Samaritan woman, who had come to the well when she 

thought no one else would be there, left her water jar and went into town. They didn’t know that 

she was going to tell folks about Jesus, this man who had told her everything she ever did, this 

man who had revealed himself to her as the Messiah. 

 

A meal more than mission 

 Jesus’ disciples were sometimes dull, and right now they were more interested in a meal than 

a mission. They had no idea what had just taken place there at Jacob’s well. 

Jesus had sat down there to rest while his disciples went into town to buy food. When this 

Samaritan woman came to draw water, Jesus asked her for some water to drink. She recognized 

him to be a Jew, and given the historic conflicts and animosity between Samaritans and Jews, she 

couldn’t believe he had even asked her. Jews and Samaritans didn’t associate, much less use the 

same dishes and cups. 

Jesus used his conversation with her to lead her into a discussion about the living water that 

he could give her. He lovingly confronted her sinful lifestyle, and kept the focus on what was 

really important, even when she tried to change the subject. Then when she affirmed her belief 

that the Messiah was coming, and that he would explain everything, Jesus boldly declared that he 

was the Messiah she was looking for. 

Now the disciples had missed all that. All they could see was Jesus breaking the norms 

again—talking with a woman in public, and worse yet, a Samaritan woman. When you put those 

two things together, well, Jewish rabbis just weren’t supposed to do that! 

But Jesus did. 

When she left, the disciples decided that rather than trying to figure out why Jesus was 

talking to her, they would get to what was really important. So they urged Jesus to eat something. 

Reminiscent of how he had told the woman that if she knew who was talking to her, she 

would have asked him for living water, Jesus told the Twelve, “I have food to eat that you know 

nothing about” (4:32).1 They, of course, wanted to know if someone had already brought him 

some food. 
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To this Jesus replied, “My food is to do the will of him who sent me and to finish his work” 

(4:34). 

What did Jesus mean by that?  

Wasn’t he saying that doing his Father’s work, fulfilling the mission he had been given, was 

what really sustained him? He was telling them that he was totally committed to his Father’s 

cause—that not even what was absolutely necessary to sustain him physically was as important 

to him as being obedient to the Father and completing his work. Like the athlete who eats, sleeps, 

and drinks the game, Jesus ate, drank, and slept the kingdom of God! 

 

A kingdom harvest opportunity 

Now in the meantime, the woman had been in  

town talking about Jesus. And she had gotten people’s interest piqued. Many of them had 

believed her, and now they were coming out of the town to meet Jesus. 

Someone has suggested that as Jesus was talking to his disciples, he may have caught a 

glimpse of the Samaritans coming down the hillside with their customary flowing white robes 

blowing in the breeze—a sight that brought to mind a wind-swept field of ripe grain in which the 

hanging heads have turned a grayish-white.2 

Knowing that many of these Samaritans would put their faith in him, Jesus then went on to 

quote a familiar proverb about harvest (4:35):  

 
“Don’t you have a saying, ‘It’s still four months until harvest’? I tell you, 
open your eyes and look at the fields! They are ripe for harvest.” 

 

What the disciples saw was a bunch of Samaritans coming toward them. What Jesus saw was 

a tremendous kingdom opportunity, and he was calling his disciples to see it as well. 

 Jesus did love to use that harvest image when he was talking about God’s work, didn’t he? In 

the Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke), he often described the kingdom of God in 

terms of sowing and reaping. In Matthew 9:37-38 he told his disciples to pray that the Lord of 

the harvest would send out workers into his harvest. 

 It’s an image that still speaks to us today. So much has changed in farming over the past four 

or five decades, and many people don’t know much about farming to begin with. But there are 

still two primary aspects of harvest: planting and gathering, sowing and reaping. 

 As Jesus continued talking to his disciples, he told them that the harvest among these 

Samaritans was already ripe, and that the reaper was already harvesting the crop for eternal life, 

so that the sower and the reaper could be glad together. Then he quoted and affirmed another 

proverb, a very simple one: “One sows and another reaps” (4:37). He said that the truth of that 

proverb was born out by the fact that he had sent them to reap what they had not worked for. As 

he put it to them, “Others have done the hard work, and you have reaped the benefits of their labor” 

(4:38). 

What did Jesus mean by this? Long before the disciples came on the scene, God had already 

been at work—through Moses, the prophets, and John the Baptist, preparing the way for the 

Messiah. Most of all, he was at work in Jesus, who was himself the promised Messiah! All these 

had preceded the disciples. They were beneficiaries of all God’s work before them! And now 

they would share in the glory of the harvest. 

 You know, I’m grateful that Jesus said what he did here. We often look at results as a 

measure of faithfulness and effectiveness. But Jesus reminds us that God assigns different roles 
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in his kingdom harvest. The glory is in reaping, but there can never be any reaping if there hasn’t 

been some sowing! 

There’s a vital link, a crucial continuity between sowing and reaping, between the work of 

God through previous generations and his work through us today. 

We reap what someone else has sown. We build on a foundation someone else laid. 

From creation through Noah, Abraham and Sarah, Moses, the kings, the prophets and priests, 

the New Testament and the early church, the faithful through the Middle Ages and the 

Reformation, the early Baptists as well as churches of other denominations or no denomination, 

down to today—God has been working out his eternal, redemptive purpose in a continuous way. 

The mighty river of his work in and through us today has risen from the headwaters of his great 

eternal purpose in Christ and flowed to us through the lives and ministries of faithful saints 

through the ages! 

 

Jesus’ challenge 

That day at Jacob’s well, Jesus challenged his disciples to look at the fields and see how they 

were ripe for harvest. 

This is a profound and powerful word from God for us as well. In ways we’ve never known 

before, God is literally bringing the mission field to our doorsteps! As he does, the truth of this 

text rings loud and clear: God is at work in the world around us, and he’s calling us to be on 

mission with him. He’s calling us to see that the fields around us are ripe for harvest, and to join 

him in his harvest work. 

This call raises some hard questions for us, questions that we need to ask ourselves both 

individually and corporately as a congregation. 

• Are we totally committed to God’s cause? 

• Are we approaching the work of God’s kingdom from a harvest perspective? 

• Are we seeking to be sensitive to opportunities that God brings our way? 

• Do we really understand that different disciples have different roles, yet they’re all 

important in the work of God’s kingdom? 

• Do we appreciate the fact that we are reaping the benefits of the labor of those 

generations of faithful believers who have gone before us? 

• Do we really grasp that God may do something new among us, yet it will always be 

consistent and have continuity with how he has worked in and through his people 

throughout the ages? 

• And do we really understand that God’s intention is not for us to compete with other 

Christians and churches, but to cooperate with them for his kingdom purposes? 

 

He was a young British cobbler—a shoemaker—and Baptist preacher. On the wall above the 

workbench in his tiny shop hung a world map with the populations and major religions of each 

country written on it. Day after day as he made shoes for people, he studied that map, and 

became deeply convinced that in God’s great plan and purpose, the fields of the world were ripe 

for harvest! 

His name was William Carey. In the early 1790s, he was appealing to British Baptists to send 

missionaries to foreign lands. In 1791, he joined with  two other ministers, Andrew Fuller and 

John Sutcliffe, to issue a missionary challenge to the Northampton Association. But it seemed to 

have little effect. The only action taken was to advise the speedy publication of a pamphlet Carey 

was working on. He published it a month later under the title The Enquiry into the Obligations of 
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Christians to Use Means for the Conversion of the Heathen. 

But then on May 30, 1792, Carey had the opportunity to preach to the association. Taking 

Isaiah 54:2-3 as his text, he challenged British Particular Baptists to “Expect Great Things from 

God, Attempt Great Things for God.” 

The next day, at the urging of Fuller, the association adopted a resolution to move toward 

establishing a missionary society. At a ministers’ meeting on October 2, 1792, in Kettering, The 

Particular Baptist Society for the Propagation of the Gospel amongst the Heathen was officially 

established, and the Baptist missions movement was born—all because this young cobbling 

Baptist preacher, William Carey, looked at the fields, and saw that they were ripe for harvest! 

 

I wonder what great things God wants to do through us today? There’s so much that he’s 

already doing right here around us, and he’s calling us to join him in it as we engage our 

community with the presence of Christ and the power of his gospel. I don’t know everything that 

God wants to do through us. The only way we can know that is as he reveals it to us. And the 

way he usually does that is as his people are seeking his face, earnestly praying and listening 

together for his voice—what we’ve been doing over the past couple of years now. 

The needs around us are tremendous, both physical and spiritual, and our God is great. He’s 

already at work, and he is calling us to be on mission with him, engaging our community as we 

embody Christ’s presence through works of love and proclaim his gospel through words of 

witness. 

So members of the Temple Baptist Church of Wilmington, lift up your eyes, and look at the 

fields! 

They are ripe for harvest! 

 

  

 MEG 
 

1 Scripture quotations taken from The Holy Bible, New International Version® (2011 edition). 
2 I have heard this idea from more than one scholar/preacher, but one example is from Charles H. Talbert, 

Reading John (New York: Crossroad, 1992), 116-117. 


