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Matthew 9:35 – 10:1  Three Ms of Jesus’  Mission
How do you respond to large crowds? Sometimes they can be inspirational, can’t they? – like a crowd at a Billy Graham Crusade. At others they can be downright scary – like at the doors of David Jones when they open for their annual sale – or a protest rally gone wrong.

Do you ever find yourself wondering about the spiritual destiny of so great a number of people?  The writer G. K. Chesterton‘s  once remarked, "God must love the common man, or else He would not have made so many of him."

In this morning’s Gospel reading, we see how Jesus responded to the crowds, and as he did so, we find three Ms of Mission! 

1) A Man with a Mission 

‘Jesus went through all the towns and villages, teaching in their synagogues, preaching the good news of the kingdom and healing every disease and sickness’ 
(v. 35). That verse is pretty much a summary of Jesus ministry. If you were to read the whole of Matthew’s Gospel up to this point in one hit, you would have an overwhelming impression of a truly dynamic ministry. Jesus’ teaching was of a type that had never been heard before. He preached, proclaiming that in His person the Kingdom of God had come near. He healed every disease and every sickness. There was no illness or disease that He could not heal – he even raised the dead. No man had ever spoken like this or acted like this, before or since. People said of him, "Nothing like this has ever been seen in Israel." 

And there was a real direction about Jesus’ mission too. It was clear that He was heading somewhere; He had a goal, a date with destiny, a rendezvous with death. He was a Man with a Mission, and while that mission was not yet clear to His disciples at the time, it is clear to us now, as we look back. We know that He was heading to Jerusalem, to die for the sins of the world.

However, something his disciples could see at the time was Jesus’ motive for this mission – what drove him to do what he did. That’s our second M, and it’s in verse 36.

2) The Motive for Mission (v. 36).

‘When he [Jesus] saw the crowds, he had compassion on them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd.’

We are not often told about Jesus’ feelings in the gospels. So it is significant that we read here that the sight of the crowds moved Him to compassion. It’s a very strong word in the Greek. It’s used in the gospels only of Jesus or by Jesus, and could be translated bowels, or gut level feeling – something that came from the very deepest part of him.  His compassion was deep and intense, and came at the very core of his being.

 He was moved to compassion because the people were ‘harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd.’ That little phrase ‘sheep without a shepherd’ is an image from the Old Testament. It is very frequently used there of God’s people without spiritual leadership. 
It wasn’t their political need that gave rise to Jesus’ compassion, even though they were a conquered, race under Roman rule. Nor was it their physical need although we have already seen how Jesus time and again ministered to them in their physical suffering. Jesus saw souls like sheep in their vulnerability and helplessness. He saw right into the heart of all human need – beyond sickness, beyond hunger, beyond injustice, beyond exploitation, beyond misery – to helpless, harassed souls.

I wonder if we have that awareness when we look at the people around us?

If we want to understand what motivated Jesus, then we need to pray for the compassion of Jesus, and that we see people with his eyes. One of my prayers as a young Christian was that God would give me a burden for the lost.  It’s a prayer that he answered and it has been something that has never left me. I believe that it is a prayer that God delights to answer.  Just ask!

So how does Jesus respond to these shepherdless sheep, this unbelieving world full of confused and futile lives? He’s not depressed, as we might be, by the size of the task. He doesn’t see it as a burden but as an opportunity. Jesus calls it a harvest in verses 37 & 38 – and it is plentiful! All that is needed, says Jesus, are workers!
The workers Jesus called on in the first instance, were the Twelve – and this brings us to the third M…

3) The Means of the Mission (10:1)

 ‘He called his twelve disciples to him and gave them authority to drive out evil spirits and to heal every disease and sickness.’ Faced with a teeming world, Jesus sent twelve! It is interesting to think about the ways Jesus didn’t work. 

He never wrote a book – others wrote on His behalf, but He himself never wrote a book. 

He didn’t start a political movement and use political power – although He certainly had the opportunity. In fact He spent much of His ministry trying to stop people using Him politically – He had to step away from that possibility. 

He never raised an army. It’s interesting to compare the rise of Islam with the rise of Christianity. The way Muhammad worked was to politically unite the Arab peoples, through conquering the Arabian Peninsula, and beginning the conquest of almost the entire Mediterranean world - and there was a meteoric rise of Islam as a result. 

And he didn’t come in an age when he could have used the media to spread his message!  Have you ever wondered how Jesus’ mission might have gone if he could have travelled by jet, held conferences by satellite, and circulated his message through the Youtube, Facebook and Twitter?  The mind boggles!

Twelve men (and one of them a traitor) were the modest legacy of Jesus Christ. They were His response to the plentiful harvest - a handful of disciples to reach a whole world. 

Given authority to drive out evil spirits and to heal every disease and sickness, they were a direct extension of Jesus Himself, invested with His authority. If you read through the rest of the chapter you will discover that the disciples had a specific mission at this stage, which was to go just to the lost sheep of the tribes of Israel. An expansion of that mission to the Gentiles came later, and after Pentecost, began to widen to reach to the furthest corners of the earth.

What began in Galilee is not yet finished. It is certainly God’s mission, but it’s a mission in which we have an integral part to play. We too are commissioned to take the Kingdom of God into the world. Jesus’ Means of Mission – or his strategy if you like – is to change the world through us, his followers.
If it had been up to us, we may have gone for a method far more spectacular and sensational, something that reached millions of people at a time. We love to count the numbers, don’t we?  It somehow encourages us to keep going. 

But this is God’s harvest and his way of reaping is a modest way, an unspectacular way, it’s the way that involves you and I doing what we can easily do - talking to other people about Jesus; showing them God’s love, compassion and healing.  Through the power of the Holy Spirit, often one on one, we bring God’s Kingdom to bear on this world.

Has it worked, do you think? In a world population of 7 billion, we’re told that more than 2 billion of them call themselves Christians, and that number is growing rapidly in third world countries! One person has told another about Jesus down the centuries and it’s led to us being gathered here in church today.

God’s strategy is the way of the Cross - modest, unspectacular and involving you and me. God has brought us out of darkness into His wonderful light, so that we can declare His great works to those who do not yet know Him. In saving us and filling us with His Spirit, He has given us everything we need for this simple task.

There was a conversation once between a camel and his son. 
"Dad," said the son, "Why do we have such big feet?" 
"Well, son," said the dad, "in the desert those feet stop us sinking into the soft sand. They are very necessary." 
"Dad," asked the young camel, "why do we have such thick fur?" 
"Well, son, in the desert it can get surprisingly cold at night, and we need that thick fur to keep us warm." 
"Dad, why do we have such big humps?" 
"Well, son, in the desert there is very little rain. Those humps store water to keep us alive." 
"Dad?" "Yes, son?" 
"Why are we in Dubbo Zoo?

We would do well from time to time to remind ourselves of the enormously rich resources that we have in Christ. But those resources are not for living in a zoo, (or to keep us comfortable within the four walls of our churches) - but for God’s mission to the world. 

We have all we need if we know Jesus, and His grace has met us and restored us to a relationship with our loving heavenly Father. Through Jesus we have everything we need to become worker in a wonderfully ripe harvest.  As Jesus has instructed us – let’s pray for the Lord to send workers into the harvest – but let us also be aware that the workers he sends are those who do the praying.

