
June 21, 2020 Sermon notes - 3  Sunday after Pentecost.rd

Genesis 21:8-21, Psalm 86:1-10,16-17, Romans 6:1b-11, Matthew 10:24-39

“Take up your cross and follow me”

One of my favourite pastimes is reading and during this Pandemic I have been doing a good deal of just

that.  Among the authors from whom I receive some inspiration is Bishop Tom Wright and lately I have been re-

reading his book entitled, “After You Believe” and as I prepared this message I found myself drawing on some

of the ideas to which I was introduced in this book.  The Gospel passage before us today contains some

important, but challenging, ideas. It follows the account of Jesus sending his 12 apostles out into the

surrounding area on their first mission journey.  He tells them that ‘I am sending you out like sheep among

wolves’ (Matthew 10:16) to warn them of some of the difficulties they will face.  He also warns them that

family ties will not protect them because ‘brother will betray brother to death’(10:19).  In all this Jesus is saying

that what he himself has endured and will endure will come to them as well.  And so, with all these things in my

mind, let us take a look at the passage from Matthew’s Gospel.

What happens to the teacher will happen to the student. If a teacher has a good reputation those who

proclaim to be attached to that teacher gain in status while if a teacher has a bad reputation the students share in

that and suffer.  Even though we know that Jesus is the Messiah of God there were many in Palestine in those

days who did not agree. In fact some believed that Jesus was an agent of God’s fiercest enemy.  Jesus was well

aware of the objections to his teaching and knew that his disciples would be embroiled in the same debates.  He

urged them to “not be afraid of them” (10:26) because truth would be revealed and their words and actions

would be vindicated.  They were to remember how precious they were to God.  In that well known image Jesus

compares them to a sparrow and observes that they are worth much more than a sparrow.  The fact that the

Almighty(10:29). Father knows whenever a sparrow lights on the ground means that God knows us and cares

for us even more.  So don’t be afraid. As the disciples experienced the pain of rejection and ridicule they were

urged to remember that they are loved by the Almighty Father and through that knowledge to carry on.

As we look at this passage we are encouraged to draw strength from these images.  God’s love for us is

stupendous and very intimate.  Connection with Jesus may indeed bring us into disagreements with others but it

also brings us into a wonderful and fulfilling relationship with our Creator. In his book, “After You Believe”,

Bishop Wright points out the fact that the goal that God has for humanity is for them to be restored to being the

image of their Creator in behaviour and judgement and part of that process will involve us in some

disagreements.  The observation that Jesus and his disciples turned the world upside down is actually better

described as them turning the world right side up because they were involved in restoration to the original plan. 

It is little wonder that this process upset people. The work of restoration should not be thought of as something

that will be easy because, as anyone involved in home renovation call tell you, there is a great deal of effort

needed.  Jesus had sent his disciples out on their first mission as a kind of training event - a first taste of actual



kingdom work. We see in their instructions some character traits that are to become their character traits as the

work of God goes forward.  Jesus urged them to experience in full the deep and wonderful protection of the

Father in heaven alongside the excitement participating in the restoring work of God.  These are signs of the

kingdom coming on earth.  Wholeness, healing, forgiveness, cleansing, and deliverance are products of the

kingdom of heaven.

The proclamation brings division

It is the desire of God for all the people on earth to be part of the wonderful company of God’s family. 

God does, however, give each of us the ability and the obligation to choose.  It has been my experience that no

matter how well I do what I am asked to do there will be people who disagree.  I can hone my ‘sales pitch’ and

live an exemplary life and still not be able to convince others of the truth of my proclamation.  After all, even

Jesus and his miracles could not convince everyone.  By its nature this fact will mean that a division will have to

occur.  Those who choose to follow and those who choose to not follow will not be on the same path.  This truth

hurts.  I, for one, wish everyone could get along and I do what I can to help that happen so to hear that division

is inevitable has caused me the same kind of pain that it may do in your hearts.  Jesus’ suggestion is for us to

allow God to worry about this outcome while we do the best we can.  When he gave those somewhat strange

instructions to the disciples in preparation for their trip I believe he was helping them discover that when they

keep focussed on the actual tasks the results would fill their hearts with joy.  Not everyone was healed but

enough were healed to make the trip worthwhile.  The difficulty with this truth is also contained in the fact that

even family members and close associates can be included in the group who disagrees and leaves.  As followers

of Jesus Christ this is also a reality we may have to face as we move among our fellow citizens.

Very few people I know are comfortable with division and disagreement. While Jesus urged cooperation

and stressed the importance of good relationships among those in the company of believers he was also no

stranger to disagreements.  He was personally convinced of the truth of his message and had his eyes firmly

fixed on the end-point and so did not waver. As we are asked to follow him we can expect a similar outcome.

Getting our eyes firmly fixed on the end-point will also assist us when we meet disagreements.  That end point

involves all of humanity being invited to become fully human through a connection with God’s Messiah, Jesus

of Nazareth.

Taking up a cross

In the next section of the passage Jesus outlines the level of commitment he is looking for in his

disciples.  A love for Jesus that exceeds the love a person has for the closest of relationships. (10:37) A devotion

to the cause that is described as ‘taking up your cross’(10:38) is held out as a requirement.  Many scholars over

the years have given their opinion about what this means.  To me it means that the devotion to Jesus will include

acceptance of whatever destiny that entails.  For Jesus the work of Messiah meant death on a Roman cross.  For

us it will likely mean something else.  The ‘taking up of a cross’ is the acceptance and participation in the



project of God no matter what the personal consequences may be.  This is what denial of self entails and, Jesus

says, it is the way in which we find our true selves.  “Whoever finds his life will lose it, and whoever loses his

life for my sake will find it”(10:39).  This seems backward to our understanding of how things work.  We tend

to focus our attention on ‘finding ourselves’ but Jesus says that the way to do that is to actually turn away from

ourselves and trust that God will bring the fulfilment of that goal.  Taking up our cross is the means through

which our true humanity will be restored.  Our work of becoming the image of our Creator for the world around

us begins by surrendering to the plan of God as seen through Jesus Christ. 

As we travel with Jesus we will share in the reaction he received (and receives), there will be people

who disagree with our message, and we will be asked to dedicate our efforts to the task of following Jesus

regardless of the consequences to ourselves.  The reward will be finding our life and experiencing the fulfilment

that comes from being completely immersed in God’s life.

A very tall order indeed.  This grace filled invitation is offered to all of us and the support of God’s Holy

Spirit is part of the invitation.  The love that God has for us will never leave and our mis-steps will not

disqualify us.  As someone once said to me, if you are not currently willing to take the next step perhaps your

prayer should be ‘God help me to be willing to be willing.’  We have been given some extra time to pray and

contemplate our place in the grand scheme of things. May God help us grow in a way that will be a blessing to

us and to those in our lives.

A note

Today is the National Indigenous Day of Prayer. A special event will be taking place this afternoon at 1

pm hosted by the Anglican Church of Canada and can be accessed through the Anglican Church’s

website at: www.anglican.ca 

Creator God, from you every family in heaven and earth takes its name. You have rooted and grounded us

in your covenant love, and empowered us by your Spirit to speak the truth in love, and to walk in your way

towards justice and wholeness. Mercifully grant that your people, journeying together in partnership, may be

strengthened and guided to help one another to grow into the full stature  of Christ, who is our light and our life.

Amen 
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