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St Michael and All Angels

Sermon: Tim Long  
   THE TWELFTH SUNDAY, 19 JUNE 2005
Matthew 10.24-33

Context
This passage is part of Jesus’ instructions to his disciples, which begins at 10.1 where Jesus calls his twelve disciples together to commission them, before sending them out to ‘the lost sheep of the house of Israel’ (10.6). His commission gives them authority to ‘Cure the sick, raise the dead, cleanse the lepers, cast out demons’ because the ‘kingdom of God has drawn near’. Their ministry is to be conducted entirely without the expectation of payment, but in trust in God’s grace through the gratitude of those among whom they minister. Jesus then warns them about the extreme dangers they will encounter, pointing out, at the beginning of our passage that ‘A disciple is not above the teacher’. However, Jesus teaches them that God is trustworthy, and that the life they should seek is from God and thus indestructible, whereas bodily life itself is of no consequence.

The key statement about this context is that ‘The kingdom of God has drawn near’ – everything else depends on it. It means that human life has changed key, as it were. Daily life is now invested with a new and heightened significance. Being a Christian means to understand the difference between the ordinary human experience of living in time contrasted with the new, significant experience of time brought to us by Christ.

We can state the meaning of this newly significant time quite clearly: God has revealed God-self finally and fully in Christ and thus there is no escape for anyone from this truth, that God’s full presence in the world unmasks all pretence, faces all of us with ultimate choices every day, and reveals the hope for our healing. Passages like this are often thought to refer to some future associated with Jesus’ second coming, but they refer actually to the here-and-now. Today we need to explore the task we’ve been given, to live in this new time-key.

The Jesus Key

First, this new key is quite uncomfortable in human terms. I want us to feel the discomfort because it is crucial: to be a Christian is to be uncomfortable with ordinary, ‘normal’ human life. The common picture of Jesus as a sweet little chap whose job is to make us feel good is not the Jesus of scripture. To live in this new key, then, is to learn to be uncomfortable with some aspects of daily human existence.

I make this initial point because ordinary time and the significant time of Jesus are, on the surface anyway, contradictory, which is why we find it hard to keep an ‘edge’ to our faith, a sense that it is about things that matter very much, and matter right now. Rather we fall so easily into ordinary-time-mode, where nothing matters that much, where tomorrow is another day, what will be will be, where Jesus is just a nice ‘chum’.

How, then, do we live each day in this new, ‘Jesus’ key?  Remember, this reading occurs in the context of being sent out for mission, and so the first was we respect the time is by engaging in mission. Christ hasn’t died on the cross for our comfort, to make us feel better about ourselves, but to share his love for his world with him. The Jesus key calls me into partnership with Christ. The critical question for each of us, then, is: how do you live this partnership each day? How does it affect your daily relationships at work - the way you deal with people, issues, and problems? Church on Sunday, then, is where you get refuelled, ‘souped up’ for the struggle to be faithful to the gospel on the remaining six days.

Secondly, you live in this key by doing the work of Christ. This means that you are a healer. By that I don’t mean that everyone rushes around laying hands on the sick (some will do that); rather, I mean that your mission is to live in a healing way. This means that as a husband you are a healer to your wife, as a father to your children, and an employer to your employees. How you act as healer will depend on the particularities of your own lives; but a healer is what you are, and it means, in the first place, simply treating people – all people – with respect. That means not being arrogant, patronizing, prejudicial, discriminatory, racist, snobbish etc. God, you see, is tired of  seeing human beings, his creatures, in pain. As he shows in Christ, God is all about healing and nothing else.

Thirdly, you live in this key by fearing God. This common biblical phrase is much misunderstood. To fear God doesn’t mean to be frightened of God, but it does mean to take God seriously. As I said earlier, we easily lapse into spiritual ennui, where God is just our chum-in-the-sky, always ready and willing to do what we want him to do. So we drag him out when we think it’s appropriate to have him there but for the rest of the time no-one would know that we’re Christians because there’s little difference between our lives and those of our pagan neighbours. So, commonly, we fear other people much more than we fear God. We pay attention to what we imagine they are thinking about us when we should focus on what God thinks of us. We aren’t Jesus-focused.

Fourth, to live in the Jesus key is to have grown to believe in the depth of your being that you can trust your life to God because God has the Creator’s care for you. In today’s gospel, everything Jesus asks of his disciples, everything he expects of them has as its underlying reason the assurance that ‘you are of more value than many sparrows’. I’ve said this before and I’ll say it again because it can’t be said too often, true faith has gone past the fear of an angry God. It has connected with a joyful assurance of God’s absolute love. In fact, if you know how much God loves you, and if you know that God’s love will sustain you through any and every trial of whatever kind, then you will be in this Jesus key without even having to think about it.

Fifth, like Jacob, you need to encounter God, face-to-face, as it were, to make time for visions, to allow God to make himself known to you. Remember, these disciples were sent out having lived with Jesus, listened constantly to his teaching, watched him deal with the sick, the demon-possessed, the outcasts. Jesus was able to use them because he had seen how committed they were. Although we know from other places that they felt inadequate and that they sometimes failed, their commitment was enough for Jesus to trust them – in any event perhaps the most important thing Jesus says to them is that they are never alone ‘even the hairs of your head are all counted’. Jacob had a vision while he slept because he lived by seeking God’s way (read his whole story from Gen 25.19). In other words, he was open and ready.

To Conclude
I’ve said that the Jesus key is characterized by challenge – life in Christ is about our partnership in revealing the kingdom of God. I suppose what I’ve been saying is that there is a spirituality appropriate to living in this new key. A marvellous spiritual theologian called Sebastian Moore describes the essence of this spirituality when he defines original sin as the refusal to change and grow. We may say, then, that ‘readiness’ describes the spirituality behind Jesus’ commissioning of his disciples – readiness, please note, not competence, or is it within my ‘comfort zone’.

