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Fear, Faith & Freedom: Matthew 8-12 

7. When You Face Opposition Dan Bidwell, Senior Pastor 

Matthew 10:16-42 21 March 2021 
 
“... the name of Jesus will provoke opposition and a violent response from the world at large.” R.T. 
France 
 
 
Winston Churchill was elected Prime Minister of the British Empire just months into WWII, after the 
government had lost confidence in the previous Prime Minister. Within days of Churchill’s election, 
German forces had invaded France and were forcing the British back towards Dunkirk. 
 
For Churchill, those first days in office were a baptism of fire. And it was in the middle of that firestorm 
that Churchill gave his maiden speech to the House of Commons, urging the nation to commit to the war 
against Germany until the bitter end. This is what he said: 
 

“I would say to the House, as I said to those who have joined this government: "I have nothing 
to offer but blood, toil, tears and sweat." We have before us an ordeal of the most grievous 
kind. We have before us many, many long months of struggle and of suffering. […] You ask, what 
is our aim? I can answer in one word: victory, victory at all costs, victory in spite of all terror, 
victory, however long and hard the road may be; for without victory, there is no survival. 
 
- Winston Churchill, First speech as Prime Minister, House of Commons, 13 May 1940.1 

 
Churchill’s terrible offer would prove accurate in its predictions. World War II would go on to take the 
lives of some 383,000 British soldiers and a further 67,000 civilians over the next 5 years, and close to 79 
million lives worldwide... This was indeed a high price for victory and survival... 
 
As we come to the Bible text for today, we are going to hear Jesus make a similar speech to his disciples. 
Jesus says that even as his disciples go out with the good news of the kingdom of God, they should 
expect opposition and persecution... Jesus’ followers too should expect blood, toil, tears and sweat. And 
yet this pathway, says Jesus, is the pathway to victory and to finding real life. 
 
It’s a challenging message today, but the truth will leave us well prepared to follow Jesus wherever he 
may lead. So stick around and we’ll see what Jesus says in just a moment. 
 
INTRO 
 
Well good morning, and welcome to Yountville Community Church Online. My name is Dan Bidwell and 
I’m the Senior Pastor here. We are so glad that you have put aside the time today to join us in worship, 
as we stop to spend time in God’s presence, as we hear God speak from the Bible, and as we lift up our 
hearts in prayer. 
 

 
1 https://winstonchurchill.org/resources/speeches/1940-the-finest-hour/blood-toil-tears-sweat/  
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As always we would love to know what God is doing in your life, how we can pray for you and how we 
can partner with you in your journey with Christ. Best way to do that is to fill in a Connect Card – you can 
find that at our website [yountvillechurch.org] or in the comments below on Youtube.  
 
Of course we’d also love to get you connected with our church community here in Yountville, in the 
heart of the Napa Valley. We are currently holding all our groups and meetings online, but that will 
change over the next couple of months as our historic chapel reopens after undergoing significant 
reconstruction. Whether you’re here with us in person or further abroad, we’d love to see every one of 
us taking steps to get connected and to keep growing in Christ. 
 
Because we are a church that is all about helping people meet Jesus, as we share the hope of Jesus in 
the Napa Valley and beyond. That’s our mission. And we’d love you to be a part of that mission.  
 
So why don’t we pray now as we open the Bible, that God would help us to hear the message he has 
prepared for us. 
 

Dear heavenly Father, help us to hear this part of the Bible today. Prepare us to face 
persecutions of all kinds on account of Jesus’ name, and grant us strength to stand firm to the 
end and to be saved. Help us to trust that you have a plan for us that transcends this earthly life, 
and help us to follow Jesus wherever he takes us. We pray this in his mighty name, Amen. 

 
Bible Reading 
Matthew 10:16-23 
 
Expecting Persecution 
 
We’ve started reading today in the middle of a longer speech of Jesus (starting 10:5). If you were here 
last week you would have heard Jesus give a rousing speech to his twelve, newly appointed apostles. He 
was sending them out into the towns of Galilee to preach the good news of the approaching kingdom of 
heaven (10:7). He was sending them out into a plentiful harvest of people who would gladly receive the 
message. And Jesus was sending them out equipped with the same power that he wielded to heal the 
sick, to cast out demons, even to raise the dead. There is a triumphal tone as Jesus sends the disciples 
out to usher in the coming kingdom, an expectation of great things to come. 
 
And so it must have come as a shock when Jesus began to tell the disciples that he was sending them 
out like sheep among wolves (v16 on screen)… 
 
It almost feels like a pre-game motivational speech gone wrong. I played football for a long time, and I 
never heard the captain say: ‘I want you to remember you’ll be like sheep out there today. The other 
team are larger, faster, fitter, and frankly hungrier than us. They are going to tear us apart like a pack of 
wolves.’ 
 
Instead of an easy victory, Jesus offers the disciples a very different vision of what this mission will look 
like. They are to expect persecution of all kinds. Religious persecution: (v17) men will hand them over to 
local councils, and religious councils, and they will be flogged in the synagogues. They’ll experience 
political persecution (v18): the disciples will be brought before governors and kings, arrested, and called 
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to give witness about their relationship to Jesus. For many, persecution will come from within their very 
own families.  
 

 21 Brother will betray brother to death, and a father his child: children will rebel against their 
parents and have them put to death.  22 You will be hated by everyone because of me… 
(Matthew 10:21-22) 
 

It’s a sobering speech, isn’t it? Jesus has nothing to offer his disciples but opposition, persecution, 
defamation, even death. 
 
I wonder how you find Jesus’ words? How do they make you feel as you seek to follow Jesus wherever 
his path leads? 
 
Obviously we’re not one of the twelve apostles being commissioned to bring God’s word of judgment to 
his very own people in first century Palestine. But these words don’t just ring true for their mission at 
that time. As the apostles took the message of the gospel further afield after the death and resurrection 
of Jesus, along with the proclamation of Jesus came all sorts of persecution. Arrests, floggings, the death 
of Stephen by stoning. By 64 AD, the Roman Emperor Nero was responsible for the state sanctioned 
persecution of Christians, probably resulting in the deaths of Peter and Paul among many others. In the 
ensuing centuries, many more Roman emperors would follow in Nero’s footsteps: Diocletian and 
Galerius to name two.  
 
And all throughout the last two millennia, Christians have continued to face the same kinds of pressures 
on account of Jesus’ name. In many parts of the world today, those who choose to follow Jesus do so at 
the risk of rejection by family members and society. In some cases, at the risk of death.  
 
That’s the case in Iran. Christians in Iran have to meet in their house churches with all the windows and 
doors shut. They can’t sing out aloud, the kids can’t make too much noise, in case the neighbours 
suspect something. The government has agents who try to infiltrate house churches. They use 
technology like GPS in phones to track suspected Christians to house meetings, so believers need to 
remove the battery from their mobile when they meet together to avoid being caught.  
 
In one case, a pastor of a house church was denounced to the authorities by his father who disapproved 
of his son abandoning Islam for Christianity. Another pastor was sentenced to death for apostasy and 
evangelism, to international outrage. Thank God that sentence was suspended, but he has spent the last 
13 years in and out of jail. Even his lawyer has been arrested for defending his client’s religious choices. 
 
That’s the state of persecution in Iran, and it’s the same in many places around the world. 
 
It’s awful. But did you also know that in Iran, pastors of these illegal house churches can barely keep up 
with the numbers of people who are putting their faith in Jesus?  
 
You see, even though the name of Jesus provokes opposition, it also provokes a positive response from 
many. A Christian man in Iran was before a number of judges, and he had been imprisoned and 
tortured. One judge told him, “How dare you become a Christian! You are a blasphemer!” Later, another 
judge whispered in his ear, “Tell me how I can become a Christian…” 
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As the name of Jesus is proclaimed, many will oppose it, and with their opposition will come all kinds of 
persecutions. Jesus tells the disciples to be aware of this as they embark on the mission to proclaim his 
name. To be aware and to be prepared for it, so they will know how to respond when the moment of 
opposition arises. 
 
Responding to Persecution 
 
If you come back to v16 with me, we see the key to how Jesus wants his disciples to respond in the face 
of persecution. Although Jesus is sending his disciples out like sheep among wolves, they are not to act 
like sheep. They are not to stand stupidly as wolves attack and tear them apart. They are not to become 
lost and confused, or fall down holes2 like the sheep Jesus spoke of at other times. 
 
Instead, Jesus uses two other animal images to describe how the disciples ought to act as they 
undertake his mission, how to act in the face of opposition. 
 

“I am sending you out like sheep among wolves. Therefore be as shrewd as snakes and as 
innocent as doves. (Matthew 10:16) 

 
By the way, I don’t know if you noticed the graphic that I’ve had on every title slide for the series. It’s a 
shield with a sheep and a wolf, and a dove and a snake. This is an important image for our little church 
as we go out on mission into the Napa Valley. I want us to be prepared, for what the next months and 
years will be like. Yes, I expect to see a harvest. And I also expect to see opposition. So these images are 
really important for us… 
 

“I am sending you out like sheep among wolves. Therefore be as shrewd as snakes and as 
innocent as doves. (Matthew 10:16) 

 
Snakes and doves. I don’t know if they sound like a strange pair to you, but they do to me. It almost 
sounds like a contradiction. How can you be cunning like a snake, and innocent like a dove?  
 
Snakes were feared not admired. The word for shrewd is the same one the Greek translation of Genesis 
uses to describe the cunningness of the serpent in the garden. Yet somehow Jesus takes this negative 
concept of the cunning serpent and applies it positively to how the disciples ought to behave. Snakes 
have an instinct for self-preservation, and the disciples are to apply this same instinct as they venture 
out into hostile territory. They need to know when to stick their head out, and when to retreat. When to 
strike, and when to disappear. 
 
Yet they are not to act deceptively like the snake in the garden. Jesus wants his disciples to be innocent 
like doves. Their actions must in no way malign the name of the king, there must be no hint of trickery 
or conniving as they go about proclaiming the kingdom.  
 
So as we scan the following verses, we see how this attitude is to play out as the disciples go forth, as 
Jesus tells his disciples to be on your guard (v17) and (v23) When you are persecuted in one place, flee to 
another… 
 

 
2 Matthew 12:11-12 
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The Persecution Paradox… Losing Your Life To Save It 
 
Now Jesus advice is well and good, but have you spotted the problem? The contradiction in the text? 
Even with all the power and authority of the gospel, Jesus is still sending his 12 apostles out like sheep 
among wolves. As we read the following verses, the prospect of arrest, physical beatings and death is 
very real for the disciples. You can act like a snake but it won’t stop the farmer chopping your head off 
when he catches you… 
 
How can the good shepherd send his sheep out to be torn up by wolves? 
 
The answer has to do with losing the battle but winning the war. 
 
As the kingdom of heaven advanced, many expected that the Messiah, the Christ, the awaited OT king 
would come in glory, with earthly victory, with triumph over the powers and authorities of this world. 
They expected that the Messiah would take the throne and that God’s people would be vindicated and 
restored to power and prominence. 
 
But this passage teaches us that Jesus’ kingdom would not be established through military might, 
instead through weakness. Through vulnerability, like that of a sheep going to the slaughter. Jesus 
himself would establish the pattern for the path to victory as he was led quietly to the cross, dying to 
bring others to salvation. 
 
And even though the disciples at this point could not have foreseen the path Jesus was leading them 
down, here he gives them the first hint of this upside-down pathway to victory. 
 

38 Whoever does not take up their cross and follow me is not worthy of me. 39 Whoever finds 
their life will lose it, and whoever loses their life for my sake will find it. (Matthew 10:38-39) 

 
This is very confronting imagery, isn’t it? Two times Jesus says that his followers must be prepared to die 
if they are to be worthy followers of him… 
 
First, they must be prepared to take up their cross. This is an allusion to crucifixion. It was common 
practice for the Romans to force condemned prisoners to carry the crossbeam to the place of execution, 
and Jesus here calls his followers to be prepared for the same. 
 
And to intensify the idea, Jesus presents the catch-22 that his followers must lose their life in order to 
find it, or put the other way around, whoever finds his life will lose it… 
 
The path for Jesus’ disciples is clear. Following Jesus means somehow letting go of your life, and 
submitting it to Jesus in his service. And in the act of giving over your life, Jesus’ followers find true 
freedom and true life. 
 
This reminds me of something I read in an autobiography Australian soldier who served during WWI.3 He 
was writing about courage in battle, and he said something like this – that the freedom to act 
courageously on the battlefield came from understanding that you were a dead man walking. In other 

 
3 Roy Kyle, An ANZAC’s Story 
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words, once he resigned himself to the fact that he would probably die, he found a great freedom to act 
in the face of grave dangers. 
 
For the disciples, too, their strength in the face of persecution was to come from the fact that victory 
was assured whether they lived or died.  
 
They were to stand firm to the end (v22), acknowledging Jesus before men (v32) and remaining loyal to 
Him come what may. Knowing that their future lay secure in Jesus, the disciples should feel free to 
choose when to speak and when to be silent. When to shout Jesus’ name from the rooftops (10:27) and 
when to flee to another place (10:23). The disciples could have confidence that when they were arrested 
on account of Jesus (v19), that they would be given words to speak, words from the Father, spoken by 
the Spirit… 
 
Jesus’ followers are secure because the kingdom’s advance cannot be halted. It’s unstoppable. Even 
today the kingdom of heaven draws nearer and nearer. And one day soon the Son of Man (v23) will be 
revealed as the one given authority, glory and sovereign power over all the peoples of every nation and 
language. 
 

His dominion is an everlasting dominion that will not pass away, and his kingdom is one that will 
never be destroyed. (Daniel 7:14) 

 
The king was coming, and nothing, not even death, could prevent Jesus’ disciples from entering into his 
kingdom. In fact it was through death that they would enter, through losing their lives for the sake of 
Jesus. 
 
Because to give away our lives for Jesus is befitting of a disciple.  
 

 24 “The student is not above the teacher, nor a servant above his master. 25 It is enough for 
students to be like their teachers, and servants like their masters. (Matthew 10:24-25) 
 

Just as Jesus offered his life for us, we will offer ours in service of the King. 
 
And with this mindset we can read back into Matthew 10 the full extent of what Jesus means when he 
says,  
 

“Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul.” (Matthew 10:28) 
 
In this world, as we proclaim the name of Jesus, we will encounter opposition of all kinds. This is what 
happens as the kingdom of heaven advances, as the gospel is preached. The preaching of the word of 
Jesus creates division, driving a wedge between those who hear and obey, and those who reject Jesus. 
 
And it can be hard to speak about Jesus when you know that it will drive a wedge between you and a 
family member. Between you and a friend. So be wise in how you do it, pick your battles. Pray hard for 
that person.  
 
But don’t deny them the chance to hear the best news there is – the news of Jesus and the kingdom and 
eternal life. Because some of those friends and family members will be ready to say yes to Jesus. The 
harvest is plentiful, says Jesus. Our job is to go out and to bring it in. Our job is to acknowledge Jesus 
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before others (v32) and know that God is with us all the way. The victory is already secure, no matter 
what the outcome of the battle in front of us. 
 
And the wonderful news of the gospel is this: if you have failed in this area in the past, as I have, we can 
take comfort in the fact that even the best have stumbled. As Jesus went to the cross, all his disciples 
had abandoned him, even Peter. Yet we know it wasn’t the end for them. After the resurrection, Jesus 
again commissioned them to go out into all the world to proclaim his name. 
 
Jesus uses us in our weakness to proclaim the victory of the cross. With all our fears and failings, Jesus 
uses us to announce the coming kingdom of heaven. And by giving our lives in service of the King, we 
gain true life and true freedom, the courage to act in the face of all kinds of persecutions, strengthened 
in the knowledge that Jesus has gone before us. 
 
Will you pray with me?  


