The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for the Fourth Sunday After Pentecost (Proper 9), Year C
Text: Luke 10:1-20

Sending of the seventy 

In the name of Jesus, Amen. 

Today we hear of Jesus sending out 70 disciples as labourers in his harvest - as people authorised to proclaim that the kingdom of God has come near in Jesus. This is about the expansive and relentless mission of God in Christ Jesus to reach out to the entire world. 

Just a few chapters before this Jesus had sent the 12. But it seems 12 wasn’t enough and so Jesus needs to send out another 70. And in fact even as they are sent they are to pray for more labourers in the harvest. 

You see our God is a missionary God, a sending God. 

It begins with the Father sending the Son into the world. ‘For God so loved the world that he sent his only Son...’

When the Son’s work was completed, having died on the cross, rose from the grave and ascended into the heaven, the Father and the Son sent the Holy Spirit. And in his marvellously mysteriously ways the Triune God shares his great mission with us by sending out his church.

The mission of God in Jesus is a like a shockwave rippling out to the ends of the earth. 

The way we see this expansive nature of the mission here is in this sending of the 70. Why does he need to keep sending people out? Because the harvest is plentiful. 

What a marvellous promise!  The harvest, meaning people ready to believe in Jesus and become a part of his kingdom, that harvest is plentiful, abundant. 

It’s a marvellous promise especially for us, because that’s not always how it feels these days. It can feel more like we‘re in a spiritual drought where so few ears are open to the message of Jesus. 

But yet there is Jesus’ promise as clear as day, ‘the harvest is plentiful’. 

There are people out there who are ready and waiting to accept and believe the message of Jesus. There are people with hungry and thirsty souls for God who want to know him and be with him.

Jesus can see them, he sees them as clearly as a great flourishing harvest. The problem he says isn’t the harvest, the problem is a labour shortage. 

Therefore what? Organise a recruitment drive? Create nice incentives to get more pastors, missionaries and church workers? Get busy telling all Christians to serve and share the Gospel in their daily vocations? 

Those things have their place. But we dare not miss Jesus first clear command. Pray. 

“Ask the Lord of the harvest to send out labourer into the harvest.” 

Prayer and mission go together like fuel and fire. 

I remember talking to a lady who was telling me about her time as missionary in Nepal where they lived in a community of missionaries who then went out to different areas but had a home base together. And she said one of the most important things to all the missionaries there were the prayers of their brothers and sisters back home. Their congregations and church bodies at home were praying constantly for them and this lady said she could almost feel herself borne along by these prayers. 

What a marvellous mystery that God allows us to share in his expansive relentless mission through prayer.

Will you pray for the mission of God? For the mission of the Church? 

Will you pray that more candidates will be raised up to study to be pastors and church workers and missionaries? 

Will you pray that each one of us will be equipped and inspired as we are sent out into our daily vocations to be God’s messengers there?  

Will you pray for those at our kindies, our schools, our aged care facilities, the communities right on our door step, will you pray that their hearts are open to the message of the Kingdom?

If the mission of God in Jesus Christ is to flourish in our world we need to be on our knees asking praying to the Lord of the harvest. 

So Jesus sends out the 70 as part of his expansive mission, and he encourages prayer as an essential part of that mission.
Then he says a few words about what their sending out is to look like. 

The first word is a warning that this mission will have an element of danger. I’m sending you out as lambs among wolves. 

What a picture! Jesus doesn’t really ease into things does he?  He’s not too concerned with getting that warm fuzzy feeling in his new missionaries. 

That’s because he’s only ever interested in the truth. And the truth is that as God’s people are sent out, whether it be in called roles like pastors, or whether it be as Christians in their everyday lives, there will be people out there who want to destroy that message, and even destroy the messenger. 

Lambs among wolves. 

Do you know that just a few years ago a Catholic priest was beheaded in Syria by extremists of another religion and the whole things was filmed for others to see? Didn’t hear about that in the newspaper, did you? 

Do you know that around the world there are Christian pastors in prison just for doing what Australian pastors do every day? 

Do you realise there are segments of our society would love to see the Christian church in this country disappear, and some of those people are pretty powerful?
Lambs amongst wolves - an element of danger.

Then the next thing is that there’s an element of urgency. 

This is what all that business of not taking money and bags and sandals is about, and not greeting people on the road. It’s pointing to the fact that there’s a sense of urgency in this mission. 

Do we feel that sense of urgency today in the church? Or are we complacent? Do we think we’ll get to the mission thing sometime in the future?
There is an urgency to the message of the Kingdom of God that we need to have.  

The next thing he says is that it needs to be clear up front that these messengers are coming in peace. Jesus’ followers aren’t sent out as warriors to take over a city, they’re sent out as ambassadors of peace and they carry the peace of Jesus with them. 

Then Jesus says there’s an element of trust and receiving hospitality in this mission. They’re to eat and drink what they’re given, stay in the place people receive them and not move around. Because the labourer deserves his wages. 

They are to go in faith that proclaiming the message of Jesus will create faith in people, and this faith will then lead to hospitality. 

And actually our modern system of offerings in church continues this. 

One of the reasons we make an offering in a congregation is to make sure that the pastor, whoever it is, has enough to eat and a place to live for him and his family. 

So the pastor is called and sent to proclaim the word, that word creates faith in the people, and the faith creates hospitality – which we express by giving money so that that pastor has a place to live and something to eat. 

And the last element of their being sent out is that they are to proclaim that the kingdom of God has come near. It has broken in from heaven to earth, from eternity into time. In Jesus the kingdom, the reign of God, comes near. 

And because it comes near in Jesus, this means it creates a decisive point in history, it means now is the time to repent and believe. 

Jesus says, 

“Whoever listens to you listens to me, and whoever rejects you rejects me, and whoever rejects me rejects the one who sent me”.

Good news for those who hear and accept it. Bad news for those who don’t. 

Good news because when you hear a word proclaimed to you form one of Jesus’ authorised servants you can know for sure it is trustworthy.  

This is where we Lutherans get this bit in our forgiveness of sins where we say, ‘On behalf of my Lord Jesus Christ and by his command, I forgive you all your sins’. The older language was good too, ‘In the stead of Christ’, in the place of Christ. 

This passage is where that comes from.

Jesus says to his sent disciples, he who hears you hear me. 

In the Lutheran confessions it talks about the word of forgiveness being a voice from heaven.

When a pastor says your sins are forgiven, that’s Jesus saying that to you.

When a pastor preaches God’s word to you, that’s Jesus speaking to you. 

When a pastor says this is my body given for you, this is my blood shed for you for the forgiveness of your sins, that is Jesus speaking to you. 

When a pastor says The Lord bless you and keep and make his face shine on you that is Jesus speaking to you. 

This is wonderful because we don’t need to wonder what God thinks of us, how God sees us, we listen to the word that God’s authorised servants speak to us, and so we know for sure and certain that this word comes from God. 

But there is the negative side too, and Jesus has even more to say about this. 

That when people reject the message of Jesus that is proclaimed to them, they reject Jesus himself. 

And make no mistake about the seriousness with which Jesus discusses this. We can’t sugar-coat this or skip over it, when talking about rejecting Jesus he talks about this having implications at the final judgment and he say this leads ultimately to Hades, to hell, to eternal separation from God. I know lots of modern people don’t like to believe in hell and judgment, but Jesus did believe in them so we have to take it seriously.  

He mentions some pagan cities that were pretty wicked in the Old Testament like Sodom which was so bad it got completely destroyed, and he says that when you cities in Israel reject the message of Jesus, it’ll will be better for Sodom on the day of judgment. 

And here’s the crunch. The criteria on judgment day, the criteria between heaven and hell, is not what race of people you belong to, is not how good or bad you’ve been, it is whether you have received the message of Jesus and so received him, or whether you’ve rejected that message. 
The only way out is to refuse to be in. 

Now if you receive it you don’t get any credit by the way, because it’s the Holy Spirit at work in your heart that receives it, but if you reject it the Scriptures teach that it is our fault. That if we wilfully reject the message of Jesus we bring judgment on ourselves. 

 So some receive it, some reject it.

Then the final verses are about when the 70 returned to Jesus. 

And they’re a little surprised, joyfully surprised, that all that he said actually happened. They were most excited that the demons even submitted to him. 

And Jesus says yes, there’s another hidden dimension happening in the sending out of those who bring the Word of God. There’s a spiritual warfare aspect to it if you like. That when the message of Jesus is proclaimed it disarms the power of Satan. 

This talk about snakes and scorpions, that’s probably symbolic language for talking about the powers of evil. 

But Jesus has a final warning about this to the 70. He says don’t get too excited by this spiritual warfare stuff, you see we always think the visible flashy stuff is the best, Jesus says don’t get too wrapped up in that, rejoice rather than your names are written in heaven. 

That’s the great joy. That’s why people get sent out to proclaim the message. So that more and more might have their names written in heaven. 

Some of your names are also written in a baptismal records book in the church office. Most of your names are written in the congregational directory. And those things are good. But they are but a faint reflection of the most wonderful truth that is yours, your name is written in heaven. 

It’s there because Jesus left heaven for you. 

He became the ultimate rejected messenger. 

He became the once-for-all lamb sent among the wolves. 

He dies and is momentarily abandoned by his Father, so that by faith in him your name is written in heaven. 

And he rose again to lead the way to the right hand of God, from where he will come to take you to be with him. 

And now he wants you to be part of his expansive mission. He wants us as a congregation to be a part of his relentless mission to the world. 

In the name of Jesus, Amen. 
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