Servants of God

Today’s message is going to be a little different from my usual style of preaching.  Usually I pick a passage apart when I study and then put it all back together into a sermon where I have sifted through all the pieces and selected the most needed.  In today’s passage, it is all needed and so we are going to walk through together and look at all the pieces.  This means that today may feel a little disjointed at times but we will pull it all together at the end.


Matthew ten is one message from Jesus to his twelve apostles in preparation for a specific mission.  As we read this you need to realize a few things.  First, Jesus is speaking primarily about a limited mission to Israel and only by his twelve apostles.  Verses five and six specify that the apostles are to go ONLY to the lost sheep of Israel and NOT to Gentiles or Samaritans.  At the same time, Jesus is preparing them for the much greater mission he will give them and all Christians after his resurrection.  Some of the specifics in this chapter refer to the mission of the twelve while the broad themes relate to the mission which all Christians now have as related in Matthew 28:19-20.


Matthew 28:19-20 – Therefore, go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you.  And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.  


This is the mission which we share as a church today.  As we study Matthew ten please keep this mission in mind.  With that said, lets begin with Matthew ten.


Matthew 10:1-4 – He (Jesus) called his twelve disciples to him and gave them authority to drive out evil spirits and to heal every disease and sickness.  These are the names of the twelve apostles: first, Simon (who is called Peter) and his brother Andrew; James son of Zebedee, and his brother John; Philip and Bartholomew; Thomas and Matthew the tax collector; James son of Alphaeus, and Thaddaeus; Simon the Zealot and Judas Iscariot, who betrayed him.  


Right away in this chapter we are confronted with the fact that Jesus gave his disciples authority to drive out evil spirits and to heal every disease and sickness.  This is a problem for some as they conclude that ALL of Jesus’ followers should show the signs of driving out evil spirits and healing the sick on a regular basis.  The problem arises from the fact that most Christians do NOT regularly heal the sick or, as is stated later in this chapter, raise the dead.  I am not aware of even the most dramatic of Christian ministries claiming the power to regularly raise the dead.  It is here that we must remember that Jesus spoke these words specifically to his twelve apostles named here.  This says that he gave THEM this authority rather than all Christians of all times.  It is true that Christians can drive out demons in Jesus’ name and miraculous healings can and do occur, but they are not the normal signs of a Christian ministry today.   At the founding of the new covenant, however, these miracles validated the message of the apostles. 


Another important element in this regard is this: Jesus didn’t personally go with all of the twelve when he sent them out but, rather, gave them this authority.  In the Great Commission of Matthew 28, however, rather than authority to perform miracles Jesus promises his presence with his people always to the end of the age.  While we may not have the authority to regularly perform miracles, we have the promise of Jesus’ presence with us in all that we do.  As much as I would like to be able to wave my hands and perform miracles, I know that Jesus’ presence with us is the more valuable and powerful of the two.  Know, today, that Jesus is here in this place as we gather.  He is with you at home as well and every place you go.  Remember this as you live your life. 


Next, consider the twelve apostles.  First is Peter.  Peter is always listed first and is the leader of the apostles.  However, Peter was a very impetuous man who spoke out of turn and often ran off without thinking and then got into trouble.  You may remember that Peter jumped out of a boat to walk on water to Jesus and then, halfway through, thought better of the idea and started to sink.  Peter was also the one who wanted to fight when it came time for Jesus to be arrested.  Peter was the first to confess that Jesus was the Son of God and the first to try to turn Jesus away from the cross.  Peter had very high moments and very low moments in his life as he served Jesus.  Peter is also the only apostle who is recorded to have denied Jesus when questioned though he later repented.  

We also have James and John whom we are told in the book of John were known as the “Sons of Thunder.”  These were two loud men with tempers!  We tend to shy away from people with short fuses when we select ministry leaders today but Jesus chose these two men to be among his twelve apostles. 


Along with them we have Thomas who is now known as doubting Thomas.  In the book of John, Thomas would not believe Jesus had been raised from the dead until he saw Jesus and touched his wounds.  


Simon was a Zealot.  Zealots were revolutionaries who wanted to kick out the Romans and restore independence to Israel.  


Matthew records that he was a tax-collector.  He was a social outcast before Jesus chose him.  Among the disciples were uneducated fishermen, revolutionaries, and tax collectors.  As you look at these men you might ask yourself what sort of standard Jesus had for choosing his disciples.  You might wonder what these men had in common at all.  The truth of the matter is, these men had Jesus in common and, for some of them, that was all.  Jesus chose them because they were willing to leave everything to follow him.  


Just as you know that Jesus is always with you, know that Jesus can use you in his service today.  It doesn’t matter who you are, if you are willing to follow, Jesus can use you.  You may not feel skilled or capable but Jesus only asks that you follow him.  Will you allow Jesus to use you today?  


Before we move on there is one more point we must discuss.  Judas Iscariot is listed as the man who would betray Jesus.  Jesus knew this as is revealed towards the end of the book.  However, Judas was among those given special authority to perform miracles.  Judas was among those doing the work of God.  Even though Judas was busy serving Jesus, he would be the one to betray Jesus and then kill himself.  His service did not equal salvation.  As we talk about serving the Lord today please do not mistake working for the Lord with salvation or a relationship with him.  Don’t think that, because you volunteered at the fair, you have a close relationship with Jesus or are going to heaven.  


Salvation comes by believing that Jesus, God’s son, lived a perfect life and then died on the cross for your sins and that, after three days, he rose again.  Believing this you turn to Jesus in faith confessing him as your Lord.  It is only through this faith response, this trusting in Jesus for salvation by confessing him as Lord, that you are saved and bound for heaven.  Make sure that you have made this decision before you jump into serving the Lord.  Also, never become so busy that you miss a relationship with Jesus.  Judas served, but he didn’t understand or have a close relationship with Jesus.  Make sure that you make time for a genuine relationship with the Lord.  Read the Bible, pray and worship, and grow that close relationship with Jesus.  He wants a relationship with you before he wants your service.  

To this point know that Jesus is with you and can use you if you are willing to follow him.  Come to him for salvation and foster a relationship with him and then choose to serve.  Let’s move on in Matthew.


Matthew 10:5-15 – These twelve Jesus sent out with the following instructions: “Do not go among the Gentiles or enter any town of the Samaritans.  Go rather to the lost sheep of Israel.  As you go, preach this message: ‘The kingdom of heaven is near.’  Heal the sick, raise the dead, cleanse those who have leprosy, drive out demons.  Freely you have received, freely give.  Do not take along any gold or silver or copper in your belts; take no bag for the journey, or extra tunic, or sandals, or a staff; for the worker is worth his keep.  Whatever town or village you enter, search for some worthy person there and stay at his house until you leave.  As you enter the home, give it your greeting.  If the home is deserving, let your peace rest on it; if it is not, let your peace return to you.  If anyone will not welcome you or listen to your words, shake the dust off your feet when you leave that home or town.  I tell you the truth, it will be more bearable for Sodom and Gomorrah on the Day of Judgment than for that town.  


In this limited mission the disciples had a definite message.  They were to proclaim that the kingdom of heaven was near.  In other words, the time of the messiah had come and the people should be ready for him.  This message was extremely important.  


On the one hand, those who were deserving would recognize the value of the message and the importance of spiritual matters and so gladly share their belongings with those who brought the message.  Today, it is entirely appropriate for those who work in full time ministry to make a living at that work because it is so important.  People need to realize how valuable spiritual instruction is and how important it is to enter the kingdom of heaven.  A part of valuing spiritual matters is helping to support those who preach and teach whether as missionaries or pastors or any other full time ministry.

Secondly, we see the importance of the apostles’ message in the fact that rejecting it would be punished more severely than what Sodom and Gomorrah suffered.  Remember, those are the two cities of the Old Testament which God destroyed for their sin.  However, the sin of those two cities is small compared to the sin of rejecting the message about the kingdom of heaven.


Like the apostles, we have a definite message today.  Rather than proclaiming that the kingdom of heaven is near, we proclaim that people can enter the kingdom of heaven!  God loves all people and desires to save them from the penalty of their sins.  As a result he sent Jesus to live and die for sins.  On the third day he rose from the dead.  Now, all who believe this message and respond in faith by confessing Jesus as their Lord are forgiven and saved.  They enter the kingdom of heaven.  We have an incredibly valuable message to proclaim.  


Jesus told his disciples to proclaim their message.  The people, however, were responsible to respond by accepting and valuing it, or rejecting it.  Like the disciples, our responsibility is to carry out the mission Jesus has given us.  Our job is to proclaim the message.  The response of the people is NOT our responsibility but theirs.  Be faithful in the mission God has given you and proclaim the message.  


Unfortunately, many people fail to be faithful in proclaiming the message God has given us.  We miss opportunities and fail to speak largely due to fear.  We fear looking foolish or being discriminated against in some way.  Many people look at our nation and fear that greater persecution may be on the way.  However, consider Jesus’ words.


Matthew 10:16-25 – I am sending you out like sheep among wolves.  Therefore, be as shrewd as snakes and as innocent as doves.  Be on your guard against men; they will hand you over to the local councils and flog you in their synagogues.  On my account you will be brought before governors and kings as witnesses to them and to the Gentiles.  But when they arrest you, do not worry about what to say or how to say it.  At that time you will be given what to say, for it will not be you speaking but the Spirit of your Father speaking through you.  Brother will betray brother to death, and a father his child; children will rebel against their parents and have them put to death.  All men will hate you because of me, but he who stands firm to the end will be saved.  When you are persecuted in one place, flee to another.  I tell you the truth, you will not finish going through the cities of Israel before the Son of Man comes.  A student is not above his teacher, nor a servant above his master.  It is enough for the student to be like his teacher, and the servant like his master.  If the head of the house has been called Beelzebub, how much more the members of his household!


Rather than telling us that no persecution will come, Jesus promises extra persecution for his followers.  We are not greater than he, and he suffered great persecution in his life.  If Jesus was called the prince of demons, how will they treat those who are less then he?  Jesus assures us that persecutions will come.  In fact, he says that families will be split by the gospel between those who believe and those who don’t with the consequence that some will betray family members to death.  This is certainly a situation that has happened many times in the history of the church and we are fortunate to live in a place and time where we don’t have to fear this but it could come.  Will you be ready?


Jesus tells us to be as shrewd as snakes and as innocent as doves.  Sometimes people take this to mean doing sinful things in order to accomplish good ends.  However, we are told to be as innocent as doves.  Jesus simply is telling us to be aware of what men are plotting and doing so that we can avoid persecutions when possible.  He wants us to be wise AND innocent.  


So we know we have a mission.  We are to proclaim the gospel to all people making disciples of Jesus.  We know that persecutions are promised.  We shy away from talking about God at even the thought of being embarrassed or laughed at.  How are we to face all of this and do what the Lord has asked?  Jesus gives us three motivations to help.


Matthew 10:26-33 - So do not be afraid of them.  There is nothing concealed that will not be disclosed, or hidden that will not be made known.  What I tell you in the dark, speak in the daylight; what is whispered in your ear, proclaim from the roofs.  Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul.  Rather, be afraid of the one who can destroy both soul and body in hell.  Are not two sparrows sold for a penny?  Yet not one of them will fall to the ground apart from the will of your Father.  And even the very hairs of your head are all numbered.  So don’t be afraid; you are worth more than many sparrows.  Whoever acknowledges me before men, I will also acknowledge him before my Father in heaven.  But whoever disowns me before men, I will disown him before my Father in heaven.

The first thing to remember that will help you move forward with the mission is knowing who to fear.  Most of us fear people.  We become embarrassed and won’t speak or do what is right because we are afraid of being laughed at.  We give in to the pressures and expectations of the world and walk right into sin.  Jesus reminds us to fear God instead.  The most any person can do is kill you – God is the one who judges for heaven or hell.  This fear of God motivates us in two ways.


First, knowing that God is the one to fear causes us to do what he asks.  God is our loving heavenly father, but he is also the judge who sent his son to die to save us.  He is our savior, but he is also the God who created everything.  Knowing that God is the judge who knows everything we should not suppose we will slip anything by him.  Learn a proper reverence for God and allow that reverence to motivate you to live a pure life and to do the work God has for you.


Secondly, knowing that God is the one to fear is a comfort.  People can’t hurt us without God knowing.  God knows everything even down to the death of a sparrow.  God values you and I much more than sparrows and he will vindicate us in the end.  Either those who hurt us will come to salvation and Jesus will take their punishment, or else they will face God’s punishment themselves.  Justice will be done and we can take comfort in that fact.  

So the fear of God motivates and comforts us as we consider the mission given to us.  There is another motivation for obeying God, however.


Matthew 10:34-39 – Do not suppose that I have come to bring peace to the earth.  I did not come to bring peace, but a sword.  For I have come to turn ‘a man against his father, a daughter against her mother, a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law – a man’s enemies will be the members of his own household.’  Anyone who loves his father or mother more than me is not worthy of me; anyone who loves his son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me; and anyone who does not take up his cross and follow me is not worthy of me.  Whoever finds his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life for my sake will find it.


This promise of trouble is not comforting at all as Jesus promise to divide households.  Some will believe in him and some will not from within the same household bringing about division and even betrayal at times.  People in many countries face this danger of death from their own family for converting to Christianity.


Jesus says that the motivation to face this must be a love that is greater than love for one’s family.  Jesus is not saying to not love your family but that your love for him should make that love pale by comparison.  If your parents or spouse or children will not follow Christ your love for him should cause you to follow regardless.  In fact, we are called to love Jesus more than even our own lives.  When we are embarrassed to talk about the Lord or when we fear persecution we are loving ourselves more than Jesus.  Jesus says that you may find your life this way; that you may live well in this world, but that you will ultimately lose your life.  Only in giving up everything to follow him will you find your life.  Do you love Jesus?  You have incredible freedom to serve him in our country – what are you doing for the Lord with the time you have been given?


Finally, we see one more motivation for serving the Lord.  

Matthew 10:40-42 – He who receives you receives me, and he who receives me receives the one who sent me.  Anyone who receives a prophet because he is a prophet will receive a prophet’s reward, and anyone who receives a righteous man because he is a righteous man will receive a righteous man’s reward.  And if anyone gives even a cup of cold water to one of the least of these little ones because he is my disciple, I tell you the truth, he will certainly not lose his reward.


Prophets and righteous men were highly esteemed in the Old Testament and those who helped them were often rewarded.  Jesus says that, now, helping even the least one of his disciples because he is a follower of Jesus is a greater deed in God’s eyes than helping a prophet.  Jesus says that helping someone for being his disciple is the same as helping him personally and that those who do so will be greatly rewarded.  


When you are tempted to shy away from serving the Lord remember these things.  When you are afraid of what people will think or do, know who to fear.  When other things demand your attention and pull you away from God, consider whom you love.  And when it just doesn’t seem worth the trouble, know that God rewards those who serve him.  


Finally, in this passage we see how little it takes to serve the Lord.  Some people will be out preaching the word full time as pastors, teachers, or missionaries.  We must value their work and the spiritual instruction they give enough to support them.  All of us will have opportunities to share the good news of salvation personally at times and we must not shy away from that.  Other times, your role may be one of support.  You may be the one giving a cup of water to a follower of Jesus.  More, you may be the one to pray for those doing the work or the one to give to support the ministry.  


Today, know that God will use anyone who is willing to follow Jesus.  If you have committed your life to him then ask yourself how God wants you to serve him.  We all have a mission to accomplish and you have a part in it.  If you don’t think you have anything to give, know that God only desires your obedience and he will use you.  If you are afraid, be wise in how you serve and know that God is the one to fear, not people.  Love Jesus and seek his rewards rather than living for yourself.  Look at what God has given you and how he has equipped you and choose today to serve him.  You may be a prayer warrior.  However, don’t make the promise to pray only to get out of harder work.  You may be called to give more of your income to support the local work trusting God to provide.  You may be called to volunteer in Awana or some other ministry.  You may be called to simply talk to a family member or neighbor about Christ.  Will you follow Jesus into the work he has for you?  Make the decision today to look for what Jesus has for you and to follow him into it.
