Pre:

Last week we talked about rest.  And today our topic is going to be working in the kingdom of God.  You might think it ought to be the other way around, work and then rest (that’s what mom said, right?  You can play after you’ve finished your schoolwork or cleaned your room?).  But life in the kingdom of God is not always what you’d expect.  And when it comes to rest and work, I think it’s helpful to think about rest as a time of preparation, not just recovery.  

If you don’t understand the necessity of resting in God first, then I think you’ll bring some not-so-helpful attitudes and behaviors into your work for God.  Things that are important in the world, like power, competitive spirit, jealousy, maybe even workaholism.  But if you embrace God’s rest as a preparation for work, then God has a chance to empower you and give you direction and fill you with the Holy Spirit.  And your work will be more effective, more productive.  

Our passage today once again comes from the Gospel of Matthew.  It follows a section in which Jesus teaching has been preaching and healing.  Now, he is going to invite his disciples to enter into the work with him.  

Somebody Ought to Do Something!

Matthew 9:35-10:4


I’m going to begin by reading you some of this week’s newspaper headlines:

FBI Arrests 3 more in sting

Massive school fix-up may be halted by probe

Defendant kills judge, 2 others at courthouse

(From sports page)  Lawmakers intensify their fight over steroids

40 killed by suicide bombing in northern Iraq

Michael Jackson . . . shows up late and in pajamas

EPA sets pollution limits for 28 states

Big tax hike coming. . .

Fire kills 11 family members 

When you read the newspaper, or listen to the evening news, do you ever say to yourself:  Somebody ought to do something!  

Or how about these statistics:  36 million Americans live below the poverty line, with nearly half of them in deep poverty (incomes below half the poverty line)

18% of children in the United States are living in poverty.

45 million Americans are without health insurance and millions more are underinsured.

13 million children in the US live in households where people have to skip meals or eat less just to make ends meet.  

Somebody ought to do something!

If you’ve ever thought that, or said it, you are right on track with today’s message, because that is precisely what Jesus said when he looked around at the crowds gathered to hear him, and he saw people who were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd.  And I believe this is what Jesus is saying today as well, as he sees the world of hurt that people are in today.  Somebody ought to do something.  

Though we live in a very different time than the people of the first century, certain basic realities are very much the same.  Life’s tough, and in many ways getting tougher all the time, and those who ought to be helping are just heaping on more burdens.  Here’s how that played out for the people of Palestine in the first century: there were the normal daily stresses that come with raising a family and trying to live life.  There was the added stress of living in a country occupied by a foreign power.  The Roman soldiers and the ever-present tax collectors served as constant reminders of that reality.  To make things even worse, the leaders in the Jewish community were simply adding to the burden by insisting on people complying with a host of rules and regulations related to their faith. 

And Jesus said, “Somebody ought to do something!”   Jesus looked out at the crowds that had come to hear him speak and felt deeply moved.  They were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd, Matthew says.  Harassed and helpless.  I want to take you beneath the surface of those words to get the depth of what Matthew is trying to describe.  The English word harassed conveys a pretty good image in one’s mind:  This is the picture of the person who walks in the door, looking like she/he was in a hurricane.  Hair mussed, clothes rumpled, everything’s coming unglued, everybody’s out to get me and no one is helping.  We understand harassed.  The Greek word that Matthew uses here is even stronger.  Here are a few possible meanings for that word (from Wm. Barclay, in loc)  “It can describe a corpse which is flayed and mangled; someone who is plundered by rapacious men, or vexed by those without pity, or treated with wanton insolence; someone who is utterly wearied by a journey which seems to know no end.”  The word helpless is equally picturesque:  it suggests someone lying flat on the floor, either from drunkenness or from being mortally wounded.  The people were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd.  

The second image that is presented is much more positive, when Jesus speaks of a  plentiful harvest and the need for laborers.  But both images are about the same crowds of people.  And the point is that there is a crying need for people to go to work for God.  To enter into Jesus’ ministry of teaching, preaching, and healing.  

And so, Jesus turns to his disciples and says somebody needs to do something.  Ask the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into the harvest.  

You know how people always say, be careful what you ask for, because you might get it?  Well, here’s the $64,000 question:  What happens to those who pray to the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers?  

That’s right.  Those who pray, are the ones who get sent.  

Immediately following the command to pray, Matthew says that Jesus summons the twelve to him and gives them authority over unclean spirits and power to heal.   And then he sends out the laborers into the harvest.  Simon Peter, Andrew, James, John, Philip, Bartholomew, Thomas, Matthew, James son of Alphaeus, Thaddaeus, Simon the Cananaean (the Zealot) and Judas Iscariot.  These disciples have been watching as Jesus preached and taught and healed.  Now, they themselves are going to work.  

Matthew says it so simply.  But there are a couple of critical transformations  that have taken place in those disciples in order for this to happen.  One, obviously is the transition from observer to participant.  They are not sitting in the bleachers any more.  They are out on the field with the ball.  In order to make this move, the disciples had to have a major attitude shift:  from seeking just their own well being and happiness, to finding a sense of purpose in their work.  As author Leo Rosten said, “The purpose of life is not to be happy.  The purpose of life is to matter, to be productive, to have it make a difference that you lived at all.”  Having watched Jesus preach and teach and heal, the twelve now understand that their own lives can make a difference.  

The second transformation that has occurred has to do with the breaking down the barrier between people with differing agendas.  Before this motley crew of people got together as Jesus’ disciples, each one had his own sense of what was important, and each one lived his life on the basis of that agenda.  They had specific jobs and families, and these were top priority.  Andrew, Peter, James and John were fishermen.  Matthew was a tax collector. Those priorities had to be set aside in favor of following Jesus.  These men also had divergent political views.  Here’s an example of how very divergent those views were:  Matthew was a tax collector, which meant that he was a willing employee of the hated Roman government.  Simon the Cananaean was a Zealot.  The Zealots were insurgents who were actively seeking to overthrow the hated Roman government.  To say they were strange bedfellows is a huge understatement.  William Barclay says this about Simon and Matthew:  “The plain fact is that if Simon had met Matthew the tax-gatherer anywhere else than in the company of Jesus, he would have stuck a dagger in him.”  (Barclay, in loc)  But now Simon and Matthew labor side by side.


Ask the Lord of the Harvest to send out laborers into his harvest.  That’s a powerful prayer!    


Think again about the needs, the inequities, the turmoil in the world around you.  The headlines, the statistics, the stories.  Think about the times that you have said, “Somebody ought to do something.” 


Well just maybe that somebody is you.  If you feel that sense of compassion that Jesus felt,  if you can see people who are harassed and helpless like sheep without a shepherd, then maybe it’s time you prayed that prayer.


Ask the Lord of the Harvest to send out laborers into his harvest.  Are you ready to pray that prayer?  Do you dare pray it, knowing full well what that prayer did for Matthew and Simon?  Knowing that God will work the same changes in you?

There’s a crying need in our world for people who will work for God.  People who will set aside their own competitive agendas and work together for discover God’s agenda.  People who will set aside their need for personal success and instead seek to make a difference in the world.  People who will proclaim the word, teach the ways of the kingdom, and heal broken lives.  

Will you pray?  Will you pray to the Lord of the Harvest to send out more laborers?  Will you respond when Jesus says, “you’re it”?  
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