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  Our lectionary reading for this Sunday brings us to the Gospel of 

Matthew, where we find Jesus preparing to deliver his second Sermon 

to his disciples, his “Sermon on Mission.”  In his first sermon, the 

“Sermon on the Mount,” found in chapters 5-7, Jesus gave them the 

blueprint for life in the Kingdom as his chosen disciples: he told them 

how to live.  In this Sermon, he tells them what they are to do as his 

chosen apostles: as followers he his sending into the world.  They’re 

about to go on a road-trip.  They’re being sent “on a mission from God.” 

  One of my favorite all-time movies is the Blues Brothers, which is 

celebrating its 40th anniversary this year.  It’s not just because Dan 

Ackroyd and John Belushi are hilarious products of the early years of 

“Saturday Night Live;” it’s not just because the movie captures the 

flavors of “Sweet Home Chicago,” a City I love; it’s not just because 

artists like Cab Calloway, James Brown, Ray Charles, John Lee Hooker 

and Aretha Franklin, the Queen of Soul herself—are joyously featured in 

this movie.  What really makes this movie work for me is that, at the 

end, it is redemptive (even though it begins and ends in jail).  Illinois 



fascism is defeated, the orphanage is saved, and even Joliet Prison is 

transformed into a dress-rehearsal for Heaven.  Yes—Jake and Ellwood 

were “on a mission from God.”  And people—so are we. 

I 

  At the end of Chapter 9, we find Jesus on the move, going about all the 

cities and villages of Galilee.  His mission is to proclaim that the Kingdom 

of Heaven is coming on earth—and that he is bringing this to pass.  His 

mission is threefold:  he preaches, he teaches, and he heals.  Now he is 

about to empower his disciples to do the same thing. 

  In verse 35, this 3-fold ministry is set forth for the second time in 

Matthew as a way to summarize what Jesus is doing in Galilee.  Like in 

Chapter 4, Jesus is surrounded by large crowds of people, but then we 

are told in v. 36 that he had “compassion” for them: literally, that he 

was “moved” in his heart by their condition.  What was their condition?  

The text says they were “harassed and helpless,” literally, “torn up and 

thrown down” in the Greek. In other words, they were people who 

were “barely holding it together,” as Dale Brunner describes them in his 

Commentary on Matthew.  He saw them “like sheep without a 

shepherd”—defenseless and without good leadership, even as the 

prophet Ezekiel saw the people of Israel 5 centuries earlier. 

  What would be his response?  The “Sermon on Mission.”  And the 

Sending of the Twelve.  “The harvest is plentiful,” he said.  “But the 

workers are few.”  And then he asked his disciples to pray.  Not go!  But 

pray!  Because if this mission was to succeed, it had to be covered in 

prayer.  After all, who goes on a road-trip without first filling up the 



tank?  “Pray to the Lord,” he told them, “to send out workers into his 

harvest.”  And so it began… 

II 

  What happens next is empowerment.  In Chapter 10:1 it says that 

Jesus “gave them authority.”  What kind of authority?  Spiritual 

authority.  Authority to cast out evil.  And the power to cure and heal.  

Verses 2-4 list the names of these 12 disciples of his.  What’s important 

to see here is that of the 12 names listed, 9 are Hebrew and 3 are 

Greek: Thaddaeus, Philip and Andrew, to be exact.  Moreover, two of 

these disciples could not be more opposed to one another.  Matthew 

the Tax Collector is working for the Roman occupation, and Simon the 

Zealot is trying to violently overthrow it.  Yet Jesus calls them both to 

follow him, because his mission may be in the world—but it is not of the 

world.  Their work is Kingdom work.  They’re on a mission from God… 

  So what exactly are they supposed to do?  First, he tells them to begin 

at home—in this case, “the lost sheep of the house of Israel.”  Jesus’ 

purpose was to use these twelve men to restore the Twelve Tribes of 

Israel.  It was to be a mission of national recovery and renewal of the 

Covenant. 

  What would they be doing?  Preaching the Gospel.  Healing the sick.  

Raising the dead.  Cleansing the leper, and casting out demons.  And 

they were to do it all for free.  No problem, right?  As Ellwood Blues put 

it, “There’s 106 miles to Chicago, we’ve got a full tank of gas, half a pack 

of cigarettes, its dark out and we’re wearing sunglasses.”  Jake says, “Hit 

it.” 



  Fiends, how can we possibly “cast out demons” and “raise the dead?”  

We’re not Jesus.  We’re Christians.  Yet his own words make it clear that 

Jesus’ purpose on earth was to call and equip his followers to do 

precisely the work that he began—and not just to Israel—but to all 

nations, and to the end of time. 

III 

  Is this mission possible?  Let’s take a closer look. 

Preach the Gospel?  We’re doing that right now.  Okay…we’re even 

using words! 

Heal the sick?  The Church has been building hospitals for hundreds of 

years.  We invented them.  Great Chicago hospitals like Rush and St. 

Luke’s used to be called Presbyterian, remember?  But we can do more 

than that.  We can “come alongside” people in their suffering, by 

praying with them and for them; we can offer the Ministry of Presence--

the most important ministry of all, the ministry which brings wholeness, 

wellness and peace. 

How about raising the dead?  I’ve yet to see that on televised worship, 

but I’m counting on it when I see my Lord face-to-face.  Meanwhile, 

there’s all kinds of dead people walking around who need raising:  

people whose faith has perished; people who’ve lost all hope; people 

whose hearts have become lifeless; people who are drowning in guilt 

and despair.  These are the people we are called to raise up now! 

Cleanse the leper?  We can do that, too.  Leprosy is a disfiguring disease 

affecting the body.  Other kinds of leprosy disfigure the soul.  Racism is a 



spiritual leprosy that disfigures the image of God in us while blinding us 

to seeing that same image in others.  Leprosy also isolates us from the 

larger community by placing us among  similarly-afflicted people.  

Sound familiar?  Jesus changed all that.  And we must work to change 

that, too. 

Cast out demons?  Can we do that?  The demonic is that kind of evil 

that, like a virus, gets “inside” of people, infecting who they are.  

Alcoholism; substance abuse; and the lust for possessions, domination 

or fame are all demonic in nature.  They are forms of evil that take us 

over from within.  But the demonic can affect whole societies in exactly 

the same way:  like anti-Semitism in the Christian West, Racism in 

America or Human-Trafficking throughout the world today.  How do we 

cast out that?  First, by calling it for what it is: evil.  Second, by praying 

about it.  And then (and only then), by working to overcome it in Jesus’ 

name.  Paul said, “Do not repay evil with evil, but overcome evil with 

good.”  That is how we can “cast out demons” today. 

And finally—we’re sent out to do this with extravagant generosity.  

“Freely you have received,” says our Lord.  “Now freely give.” 

Conclusion 

  When we look out upon our nation on this Flag Day in June, we see the 

very same crowds that Jesus did: protesters and police alike; caught up 

in a time of social unrest brought on by racial injustice, economic 

hardship, uncertain leadership and the impact of the pandemic.  Jesus 

had compassion on all of us—from the least to the greatest.  When he 

looked on the City—he wept.  But he also saw a great harvest—a 



harvest ready to be gathered.  It strikes me that we are seeing the same 

thing today.  There is a harvest ready to be gathered in this nation.  A 

harvest of renewal.  And yes—a harvest of faith.  This mission calls us, in 

the words of John Wesley, to “do all the good we can, to all the ways we 

can, in all the places we can, in all the times we can, to all the people we 

can, as long as ever we can.” 

  Our “Mission from God” may not culminate, like it does in the Blues 

Brothers, at the doors of City Hall with SWAT teams and soldiers and 

tanks.  But it definitely will when there is a new heaven and a new 

earth; a new City, and a new People: God’s People--who are reconciled 

to one another, at home with Christ, and free at last.     

Lord Jesus Christ, you see us as we truly are, yet you have compassion 

for us and for all.  Heal our sickness, both individually and as a nation; 

cure our madness; and lift our suffering.  Cleanse us from all that 

disfigures us, and cast out all that enslaves us.  And then, Lord Jesus, 

give us the Spirit to go and do the same for others, to do what is good 

for this world you died to save, and are still calling from death to life.  

Amen. 

 


