The Lord of the Harvest

Here's a Full Breakdown of Matthew 9:35-38 — “The Lord of the Harvest” — including
context, structure, cultural and theological significance, Greek word studies, and reflections.

i/ STRUCTURE OVERVIEW

Section Verse(s) Description
¢ Jesus' Mission Summary v.35 Teaching, preaching, and healing across towns and
villages
@ Jesus’ Compassion v.36 He sees their need — sheep without a shepherd
(- Harvest Metaphor v.37 The spiritual readiness is abundant, but workers are
Introduced lacking
J\, Prayer for Laborers v.38 Disciples told to pray to the Lord of the harvest

() HISTORICAL + CULTURAL CONTEXT

e Cities and villages: Refers to Galilean towns, typically small rural communities with
synagogues that served as the center of teaching and worship.

e Synagogues: Primary venue for Jesus’ teaching ministry. He would interpret Scripture
and apply it to the people’s lives.

e "Gospel of the kingdom™": This was Jesus’ central message — the reign of God
breaking into human history (see Matthew 4:17).

e Sheep without a shepherd: A common biblical metaphor for people lacking guidance,
protection, and care, often used for Israel when her leaders failed (see Numbers 27:17;
Ezekiel 34:1-6; Zechariah 10:2).

e Harvest imagery: A rich Jewish metaphor that referred to God’s coming judgment or
gathering (cf. Joel 3:13; Isaiah 27:12—13). Jesus reuses this to describe the spiritual
opportunity for people to be brought into the Kingdom.

GREEK WORD STUDY

Word/Phrase Greek Meaning
Compassion oTTAayxvifoual Deep emotional pity from the gut; not just feeling sorry
(splagchnizomai) but being moved to action

Harassed ¢okuApévol (eskulmenoi) | Literally “flayed” or “mangled,” implying oppressed or
wounded

Helpless EppIMMEVOI (errimmenoi) Literally “thrown down” or “abandoned” — emphasizing
vulnerability

Harvest Bepiouds (therismos) The gathering of crops — metaphor for people ready

to receive God'’s truth

Laborers ¢pydarai (ergatai) Workers, especially field workers or servants — those
doing kingdom work

Send out ¢KBAAwW (ekballd) To forcefully drive out, as in thrusting out with
urgency (same word used for casting out demons!)




The Lord of the Harvest
LJ OLD TESTAMENT BACKGROUND

Sheep Without a Shepherd: Numbers 27:17, Moses prays for a leader so that Israel
won’t be “like sheep without a shepherd.” This sets up Jesus as the greater Shepherd.
e False Shepherds Condemned: Ezekiel 34 rebukes Israel’s leaders who failed to care
for the sheep, and God promises to shepherd His people Himself.
e Harvest in Prophecy: Joel 3:13 speaks of a harvest representing God’s judgment — but
here, Jesus reuses it for God’s invitation and mercy.

- THEOLOGICAL THEMES

Theme Explanation

Jesus the Compassionate | His ministry flows not just from duty, but deep compassion. He sees
Shepherd people as broken, not just sinful.

Urgency of the Mission The harvest is ready now — there is a spiritual receptivity among the
people, but too few workers to gather them in.

Prayer Before Action Jesus doesn't first say "go work” — He says, “pray earnestly.”
Dependence on God precedes mission.

Disciples as Future The very ones told to pray for laborers are soon the ones sent (see
Laborers Matthew 10:1-5) — prayer often prepares us for our own call.

God as “Lord of the Emphasizes God's sovereignty over the mission. He owns the field
Harvest” and sends the workers.

=] CHIASM (LITERARY DESIGN)

Matthew 9:35-38 functions as a bookend (inclusio) with Matthew 4:23:
Matthew 4:23 — “Jesus went throughout Galilee, teaching... proclaiming... and healing...”
Matthew 9:35 — “Jesus went through all cities and villages, teaching... proclaiming... and
healing...”

This structure frames Matthew 5-9 as a unit: Jesus’ words and works.

=] CONNECTION TO OTHER GOSPELS

While this precise wording is unique to Matthew, similar ideas appear:

Gospel Parallel or Connection
Mark 6:34 “He had compassion on them, because they were like sheep without a
shepherd...” (before feeding the 5,000)
@ Luke 10:2 Jesus says the same thing about the harvest before sending out the 72
@ John 4:35 “Look... the fields are white for harvest.” Said after the Samaritan woman

story — emphasizing spiritual readiness
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