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In 1993, four out of five Americans agreed that we all would have to give 

an answer to God on judgment day for all our actions. Now, we don't know how 
good a poll that was, or what kind of a sample the company took that did the poll. 
Statistics can be skewed rather easily. However, it would be fairly safe to say that 
the number would be drastically lower today. Evidence suggests that very few 
people today attend church on a regular basis. For a long time, the Gallup poll had 
the figure at about 40 percent of Americans. However a recent study took into 
account the fact that most Americans exaggerate how often they go to church. So 
instead of asking Americans whether they went to church, a new statistics 
company actually went to the churches and counted. What they found out was that 
the actual attendance is about half of what Christians say they do. So, regular 
church attendance is about 20 percent of all Americans, and that is for all the 
church denominations, including Roman Catholicism. So, how many people today 
would say that they actually believe in a judgment at all? How many would 
believe that they will one day have to answer for all that they have done? The 
answer is very few. Our passage says something quite different. There are two 
harvests. The first harvest is the harvest of all believers. The second harvest is the 
harvest of all unbelievers. The ultimate question that faces us is a very simple one: 
to which harvest will we belong? 

The first harvest is found in verses 14-16. We see a figure like a son of man, 
seated on a cloud, crowned with gold. He has a sharp sickle in his hand. Most of 
us know what a sickle is, but in case some of us don't, it is a curved blade with a 
handle on it, that is used for harvesting. The one like a son of man is Jesus Christ. 
The language of a son of man seated on a cloud with a crown of gold on His head 
can only refer to Jesus Christ. The language comes straight from the book of 
Daniel, chapter 7, where Daniel has a vision of this same person, one like a son of 
man sitting on a cloud at the right hand of God. The golden crown that Jesus wears 
is not only a sign of His kingship. It is also a sign of promise to us. For one day we 
will also have crowns. We also know that Jesus Christ is the one who will gather 
all His sheep into a safe place. The language of a wheat harvest is used in several 
places to describe how the elect will be gathered into the fold at the final 
judgment. 

At first it seems a bit odd that an angel should come and tell Jesus what to 
do next. However, it is not odd when we notice that this angel came from the 
throne room of God. This means that the Father is the one who sent the angel in 
order to tell Jesus that now was the time. In other words, the final harvest is the 
work of the Triune God. The Father commands, and the Son carries it out by the 
power of the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit is probably what the white cloud is 



meant to signify. It is a cloud of glory, which is often connected with the Holy 
Spirit. The harvest itself is all the believers who are alive at the time of the final 
judgment. 

What a glorious picture of our loving Lord, making sure that none of His 
children will ever have to endure the judgment that is coming on unbelievers! 

This is a far different picture from what we see in verses 17-20. There we 
see the other harvest, the harvest of judgment. This is a very sober reminder that 
God's judgment is very thorough. A second angel comes out of heaven ready with 
a sharp sickle. This is the real grim reaper. Oh yes, the grim reaper does really 
exist. He is an angel. A third angel then tells the grim reaper to put in the sharp 
sickle and harvest the grapes. These grapes are harvested, and then they are thrown 
into the winepress of the wrath of God, where the grape juice is squeezed out of 
them. The only thing is, halfway through the metaphor, the grape juice somehow 
turns into blood. If we had any doubts about what this was actually talking about, 
the change from grape juice to blood makes it crystal clear. The grapes are people, 
and they will be judged according to their deeds, upon which judgment, God's 
wrath will come upon them. 

John uses some terrifying imagery to get his point across. He says that the 
blood that flows from this winepress goes as far as 1,600 stadia, and as high as a 
horse's bridle. Now, these numbers are symbolic in meaning. Those who would 
interpret this literally have a very significant problem. 1,600 stadia is about 184 
miles, which is the length of the land of Israel. So, I did a little math. I wanted to 
see how people's blood it would take, if we were going to understand this literally. 
The land of Israel has 10,762 square miles, which is a little under 28 million 
square feet. The average horse's bridle is about 5 feet off the ground. This means 
you have 1 and a half trillion cubic feet of space. There are 7 and a half gallons of 
liquid in a cubic foot, so you are looking at 11.2 trillion gallons of blood. If each 
person has about 1.5 gallons of blood inside them, then you would need 7.5 trillion 
people to have this much blood. I think it highly unlikely that 7.5 trillion people 
are going to exist at the time that Christ comes back, when we only have 7.3 
billion people in the world right now. So, John is using these numbers as symbols. 
1,600 is 4 X 4 X 10 X 10. The number 4 usually means universal. It is the number 
for the world, given the four points of the compass. The number 10 is a symbol of 
finality and completeness. So, what John means here is that all the people of the 
world will be judged. Blood itself signifies life. So blood poured out means life 
poured out. These people are going to experience death. And, given the eternal life 
which is the counterpart to the death, it seems likely that John is referring to an 
eternal death. 

The main question for us is simple, and we have already noted what it is: to 
which harvest do we belong? Will we belong to the harvest of wheat? Or will we 
belong to the grapes of wrath? Now is the time to consider, not later, of course. 



H.A. Ironside tells the following tragic story: 
A young woman, who had been brought up in a Christian home and who 
had often had very serious convictions in regard to the importance of 
coming to Christ, chose instead to take the way of the world. Much against 
the wishes of her godly mother, she insisted on keeping company with a 
wild, hilarious crowd, who lived only for the passing moment and tried to 
forget the things of eternity. Again and again she was pleaded with to turn 
to Christ, but she persistently refused to heed the admonitions addressed to 
her. Finally, she was taken with a very serious illness. All that medical 
science could do for her was done in order to bring about her recovery, but 
it soon became evident that the case was hopeless and death was staring her 
in the face. Still she was hard and obdurate when urged to turn to God in 
repentance and take the lost sinner's place and trust the lost sinner's Saviour. 
One night she awoke suddenly out of a sound sleep, a frightened look in her 
eyes, and asked excitedly, "Mother, what is Ezekiel 7:8,9?" Her mother 
said, "What do you mean, my dear?" She replied that she had had a most 
vivid dream. She thought there was a Presence in the room, who very 
solemnly said to her, "Read Ezekiel 7:8,9." Not recalling the verses in 
question, the mother reached for a Bible. As she opened it, her heart sank as 
she saw the words, but she read them aloud to the dying girl: "Now I will 
shortly pour out my fury upon thee, and accomplish mine anger upon thee: 
and I will judge thee according to thy ways, and will recompense thee for 
all thine abominations. And mine eye shall not spare, neither will I have 
pity: I will recompense thee according to thy ways and thine abominations 
that are in the midst of thee; and ye shall know that I am the Lord that 
smiteth." The poor sufferer, with a look of horror on her face, sank back on 
the pillow, utterly exhausted, and in a few moments she was in eternity. 
Once more it had been demonstrated that grace rejected brings judgment at 
last. 

To balance this tragic story, we hear from Augustine, and his conversion story, 
taken from his book called The Confessions: 

I was weeping in the most bitter contrition of my heart, when I heard 
the voice of children from a neighboring house chanting, "take up and 
read; take up and read." I could not remember ever having heard the 
like, so checking the torrent of my tears, I arose, interpreting it to be 
no other than a command from God to open the book and read the first 
chapter I should find. Eagerly then I returned to the place where I had 
laid the volume of the apostle. I seized, opened, and in silence read 
that section on which my eyes first fell: "Not in revelry and 
drunkenness, not in licentiousness and lewdness, not in strife and 



envy; but put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the 
flesh, to fulfill its lusts." No further would I read, nor did I need to. For 
instantly at the end of this sentence, it seemed as if a light of serenity 
infused into my heart and all the darkness of doubt vanished away.

What we have in Augustine is nothing less than a change from his being one 
of the grapes of wrath to being wheat of the harvest of believers. However, 
the problem that many people have is that they do not know what to do after 
they are converted. George Whitefield noted this problem rather a lot. He 
said this about it: 

There are so many stony ground hearers who receive the Word with 
joy that I have determined to suspend my judgment till I know the tree 
by its fruits ...Do you think any farmer would have a crop of corn next 
year unless he plowed now? You may as well expect a crop of corn on 
unplowed ground as a crop of grace until the soul is convinced of its 
being undone without a Savior. That is the reason we have so many 
mushroom converts, so many persons that are always happy! happy! 
happy! and never were miserable. Why? Because their stony ground is 
not plowed up; they have not got a conviction of the law . . . they fall 
away . . . That makes me so cautious now, which I was not thirty years 
ago, of dubbing converts too soon. Now I wait a little, and see if 
people bring forth fruit; for there are so many blossoms which March 
winds blow away that I cannot believe they are converts till I see fruit 
brought forth.

So what kind of fruit should we see? We should see primarily the fruit of 
grace. Here is one specific fruit that we should see. It is in how we treat one 
another and in how we treat unbelievers. Let's start with how we treat fellow 
believers. Let's say you catch someone in a sin. It is very easy to come to a 
quick decision about it. We can get angry or judgmental in about two 
seconds. But there are some things that we nearly always don't know. We 
usually don't know why they did what they did. We don't know if they have 
tried to resist the temptation before. We don't know what kind of spiritual 
forces are attacking them. We don't always know what we would do 
ourselves in their place. And we don't know what they believe. Surely we 
wish for this person to be in the harvest of wheat! Therefore, now is the time 
for compassion, and seeking to understand the person, and not making 
assumptions about them. The worst thing that usually happens in this 



situation is that the person judging makes the false assumption that the 
sinner is in the exact same place of understanding as they are. But did that 
person grow up the same way you did? Does that person have the same 
theology as you do? If we really want to believe that this person is wheat for 
harvest, and not grapes of wrath, then we will be very slow indeed to judge 
what someone else has done, even if it is clearly a sin. What we want to 
avoid is seeking to look better than the other person. We want to make sure 
that we have the best interests of that other person in mind. The thing they 
did may have come from weakness rather than a spirit of rebellion. We need 
to be exceedingly cautious. To find out those things means making an effort 
to understand that person, and get into their shoes. Do you know what it is 
like to be that person? If you don't, you should be all the slower to judge.  

When it comes to unbelievers, a similar kind of compassion is needed. 
That person is headed for the winepress of wrath. They are by nature 
children of wrath. They need a conversion. They need the Holy Spirit to give 
them a new heart and a new mind. They need the Holy Spirit to change them 
from being a grape headed for the winepress to being a grain of wheat, 
headed for that great silo in the sky. Only God can make that transformation. 
We can't do that. We can't force or argue someone into the kingdom of God. 
But we can show them where grace is. If we start showing people where 
grace is to be found, then maybe that 20 percent of people who go to church 
regularly might increas to where it should be.   

 


