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YEAR A 

THE SEASON OF PENTECOST  

THE LONG GREEN SEASON OF THE LIVING WORD 

Pentecost is the great announcement that the crucified and risen Christ has not left His church 

orphaned. “I will ask the Father,” Jesus says, “and he will give you another Helper, to be with you 

forever” (John 14:16). He sends the Spirit. He gives the Word. He opens mouths. He creates faith 

where there had been fear, proclamation where there had been silence, and a living church where 

there had been only locked doors. “Peace be with you,” the risen Lord says to His frightened 

disciples. “As the Father has sent me, even so I am sending you.” And then He breathes on them 

and says, “Receive the Holy Spirit” (John 20:21–22). 

The color is green because Pentecost is the season of growth. But the growth is not first our 

achievement. The church does not grow because it has discovered a better religious program or a 

more efficient spiritual technique. “I planted, Apollos watered,” Paul says, “but God gave the 

growth” (1 Corinthians 3:6). The church grows because the Spirit of the risen Christ breathes life 

through the Gospel. The same God who once spoke light into darkness now speaks Christ into 

sinners, and that Word does what it says: “Let light shine out of darkness,” and light shines “in our 

hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ” (2 

Corinthians 4:6). 

Year A leads us into this season through the Gospel according to Matthew, where Christ teaches, 

calls, judges, forgives, sends, and promises His abiding presence. Matthew gives us a Jesus who 

speaks with authority, “and not as their scribes” (Matthew 7:29). He gives us the One who fulfills 

the Law, not by relaxing it, but by exposing the heart beneath it: “You have heard that it was said… 

But I say to you” (Matthew 5:21–22). He blesses the poor in spirit, the meek, the merciful, the 

persecuted, and all who have come to the end of themselves (Matthew 5:3–12). He gives us the One 

who is not merely an example for the religiously ambitious, but the Savior of sinners: “The Son of 

Man came to seek and to save the lost” (Luke 19:10). 
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Pentecost is often called the season of the Church. But the Church does not become the subject 

because Christ has left the stage. The Church is the creature of the Word, the body called into being 

by the Spirit, the assembly gathered around the crucified and risen Lord who still speaks. “You are 

the body of Christ and individually members of it” (1 Corinthians 12:27), but the body does not give 

itself life. “By one Spirit we were all baptized into one body” (1 Corinthians 12:13). That matters, 

because the long season after Pentecost can become the season of advice. The church, having 

received the fire of the Spirit, begins almost immediately to confuse that fire with its own 

earnestness and sincerity. 

I remember, especially from those early days of ministry, how this season could stretch out ahead 

like an interminable highway. After Advent, Christmas, Epiphany, Lent, Easter, Ascension, and the 

great blaze of Pentecost, there it was: the long green road. Week after week. Sunday after Sunday. 

Parable after parable. Teaching after teaching. And the temptation was very great, and remains very 

great, to decide that this must be the time to tell the Church what to do. After all, what else is one to 

do with all that green? One can hardly let it sit there growing by grace alone!  

So, the preacher, with all the confidence of a person handed a microphone and insufficient restraint, 

may begin to convert the Gospel into a program. The Church must be more faithful, more 

courageous, more welcoming, more disciplined, more relevant, more prophetic, more missional, 

more something. The adjective changes according to the fashion of the hour, but the grammar 

remains the same: Christ has done His part; now let us get on with ours! 

But Pentecost does not hand the pulpit over to ecclesiastical nagging. The Spirit was not poured out 

so that the Church might be hectored into usefulness. He was poured out so that Christ might be 

preached. “When the Spirit of truth comes,” Jesus says, “he will guide you into all the truth… He 

will glorify me, for he will take what is mine and declare it to you” (John 16:13–14). The Spirit is not 

given to make Christ unnecessary. The Spirit is given to deliver Christ. He does not come to replace 

the Gospel with moral momentum. He comes to put the crucified and risen Lord into the ears of 

those who have been killed by the Law, exhausted by accusation, and wearied by the endless demand 

to become something acceptable. 

The Gospel readings in this season will press hard. They will speak of forgiveness, judgment, mercy, 

obedience, treasure, wheat and weeds, debts forgiven and refused, laborers called late in the day, 
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lamps burning or going out, talents entrusted, sheep and goats divided. These texts do not flatter us. 

They are not decorative religious sayings. They expose what we love, what we fear, what we trust, 

and what we refuse to relinquish. “Where your treasure is, there your heart will be also” (Matthew 

6:21). “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 

7:21). “Forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors” (Matthew 6:12). “Whatever you 

did to one of the least of these my brothers, you did it to me” (Matthew 25:40). 

And still, beneath them all, the Spirit of Christ is at work. 

He is keeping His promises. He is putting us to death and raising us. “I have been crucified with 

Christ,” Paul says. “It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me” (Galatians 2:20). He is 

ending the old person who thinks righteousness can be managed, measured, and presented before 

God as evidence. He is creating the new person who lives by promise. “If anyone is in Christ, he is a 

new creation” (2 Corinthians 5:17). This is why Pentecost cannot be reduced to “Christian living,” as 

though the Gospel were the introduction and the rest of the church year were the practical 

application! Christian living is not what happens after the Gospel has done its work. Christian living 

is what happens because the Gospel keeps doing its work. 

The Spirit leads us out of ourselves into Christ. He teaches us to pray “Our Father” not because we 

have become impressive children, but because the Son has brought us into His own address to the 

Father. “God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, ‘Abba! Father!’” (Galatians 4:6). 

He teaches us to forgive because we ourselves live from an impossible forgiveness: “Forgiving one 

another, as God in Christ forgave you” (Ephesians 4:32). He teaches us to endure because Christ 

has already borne the judgment we feared. He teaches us to love because love has first come to us in 

the form of the Crucified: “We love because he first loved us” (1 John 4:19). 

The long green season is therefore the time in which the Spirit works Christ’s death and resurrection 

into the daily places where sinners actually live. Homes. Congregations. Workplaces. Hospital 

rooms. Gravesides. Kitchens. Arguments. Baptismal promises remembered in the dark. “Do you not 

know,” Paul asks, “that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his 

death?” (Romans 6:3). The absolution spoken again because yesterday’s courage did not survive 

today’s failure. “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins” (1 John 1:9). 
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Pentecost teaches us that the church lives because Christ speaks. “Faith comes from hearing, and 

hearing through the word of Christ” (Romans 10:17). Wherever the Gospel is preached, wherever 

sins are forgiven, wherever Baptism’s promise is trusted against the evidence of the old Adam, 

wherever bread and wine are given with Christ’s own words ; “This is my body… this is my blood” 

(Matthew 26:26–28), there the Spirit is doing His proper work. 

He is making Christ present. He puts it in words, water, bread, wine, and promise. He attaches 

Himself to the lowly means by which sinners may be addressed, forgiven, fed, and raised. “It pleased 

God through the folly of what we preach to save those who believe” (1 Corinthians 1:21). The Spirit 

does not hover vaguely above religious feeling. He binds Himself to the preached Christ. 

So the season of Pentecost asks the church a severe and gracious question: What will be heard here? 

Will the pulpit become another place where the old world lectures the weary? Will it offer politics 

without resurrection, therapy without absolution, morality without new creation, and compassion 

without the forgiveness of sins? Or will it dare to speak the one Word the world cannot produce for 

itself? Your sins are forgiven for Christ’s sake. 

That Word is not small. It is not preliminary. It is not grace-adjacent encouragement or therapy. It is 

the very breath of the Spirit. It is the Word by which the dead are raised. “Even when we were dead 

in our trespasses,” Paul says, God “made us alive together with Christ; by grace you have been 

saved” (Ephesians 2:5). It is the Word by which the church is kept alive through the long green 

season, through ordinary days, through suffering, through failure, through judgment, through death 

itself. 

Pentecost begins with fire, wind, language, astonishment, and proclamation. “They were all filled 

with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit gave them utterance” (Acts 

2:4). Then it continues in the quiet miracle of sinners hearing Christ and living. The Spirit has been 

poured out. The Word has been given. The crucified and risen Lord is not absent. 

So, preach the Word along the long, green road.  The Word for the weary who must walk the long 

road of living, sinning, failing, fearing, burying, grieving, and beginning again, in Christ. 
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LUTHER IN THE LECTIONARY 

Brief Commentaries on the Lessons  

 

 

As we move through these commentary sections, we will hear echoes from Luther along the way. 

But not as a decorative Reformation gargoyle perched above the text! Luther is useful here because 

he had the blessed habit of cutting through religious fog with a butcher’s directness. He asks the 

questions the Church must never outgrow:  

What is God giving?  

Where is Christ?  

What kills?  

What makes alive?  

What word actually reaches the sinner? 

 Luther will not allow the readings to become religious wallpaper, moral uplift, or 

ecclesiastical chatter. He drives us back to the essentials: creation as gift, Christ as Savior, the Spirit 

as the One who calls by the Gospel, Baptism as promise, faith as gift, and the preached Word as the 

place where God does what He says. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 8 

THE FESTIVAL OF PENTECOST 

COMMENTARIES ON THE LESSONS 

 

Acts 2:1-21, Psalm 104:24-34, 35b1 Corinthians 12:3b-13 John 20:19-23 

 

Acts 2:1–21 

Pentecost begins with God giving the church a voice. The disciples do not form a communications 

committee, workshop a brand identity, or issue a modestly inspiring press release. They are 

overtaken by wind, fire, and speech. The Spirit arrives as divine interruption. 

 The nations hear “the mighty works of God” in their own languages. The confusion of 

Babel is reversed, but not because human beings have finally become reasonable after a long self-

study process! God gathers by proclamation. The miracle is not merely that the disciples speak. The 

miracle is that Christ is preached. 

 Peter’s sermon does what Christian preaching must do: it interprets the event by the promise 

of God. “I will pour out my Spirit on all flesh.” Sons and daughters, young and old, servants and 

handmaids. Notice how no spiritual aristocracy is left standing. Pentecost is not the founding of a 

religious elite. It is the giving of the Spirit so that Christ may be confessed and sinners may be saved. 

 Luther says it with devastating simplicity: “I believe that I cannot by my own reason or 

strength believe in Jesus Christ, my Lord, or come to Him; but the Holy Spirit has called me by the 

Gospel.” That is Acts 2 in catechetical form. The Spirit calls by the Gospel, not by religious 

fireworks for their own sake.  

 The great conclusion of Peter’s sermon is salvation: “Everyone who calls upon the name of 

the Lord shall be saved.” “Shall be…”. There is the great promise, the certainty Luther clung to! 

Pentecost is the Spirit putting Christ into human mouths bestowing salvation on those who hear. 
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Psalm 104:24–35 

 Psalm 104 sings creation as gift. Sea creatures, creeping things, food in due season, breath 

given and breath withdrawn, living from the open hand of God. “When you send forth your Spirit, 

they are created, and you renew the face of the ground.” 

 This psalm rescues us from the dreary modern superstition that the world is either raw 

material for our appetites or scenery for our self-expression. Creation is not warehouse or wallpaper. 

It is the Lord’s work, alive by His breath and sustained by His mercy. 

 Luther catches this creaturely dependence in the First Article: “I believe that God has made 

me and all creatures,” and that He “richly and daily provides me with all that I need to support this 

body and life.” That is Psalm 104 without the ocean spray, but with all the same wonder, non the 

less. The creature lives because God gives.  

 And yet the psalm is not sentimental. “When you hide your face, they are dismayed.” Life is 

fragile, borrowed, contingent. The breath we possess is not ours by right. Pentecost deepens this 

comfort: the Spirit who renews the face of the ground also renews sinners through the Gospel. 

Creation lives by breath; the Church lives by the breathed-out Word of Christ. 

 So the psalm ends in praise. Not because the world is unwounded, but because the Lord 

remains its giver. The proper response to creation is not mastery, despair, or pious mood music. It is 

doxology: “I will sing to the Lord as long as I live.” 

 

1 Corinthians 12:3b–13 

 Paul gives the Church a necessary dose of humiliation: “No one can say ‘Jesus is Lord’ 

except in the Holy Spirit.” Faith is not the trophy of the free will; clever, sincere, balanced, devout, 

or well-managed. The confession of Christ is gift. Faith is God’s word in us. That ruins a good deal 

of churchly boasting, which is one of the Spirit’s more merciful acts! 

 The Corinthians had gifts, and like all religious people with gifts, they were tempted to turn 

them into rank. Paul cuts through this circus: many gifts, one Spirit; many services, one Lord; many 

activities, one God. The Spirit gives gifts not so that Christians may become impressive, but “for the 

common good.” 

 The Church is not a talent show with hymns. It is the body of Christ. The eye cannot sneer 

at the hand. The head cannot dismiss the feet. The preacher, teacher, helper, administrator, sufferer, 

encourager, and unnoticed servant all live from the same Spirit and belong to the same Lord. 



 10 

 Luther’s Third Article again presses the point: the Spirit “calls, gathers, enlightens, and 

sanctifies the whole Christian church on earth, and keeps it with Jesus Christ in the one true faith.” 

The Church is not assembled by affinity, temperament, politics, class, or shared enthusiasm. It is 

gathered by the Spirit around Christ.  

 Then Paul drives it down into Baptism: “In one Spirit we were all baptized into one body.” 

The unity of the Church is a gift, and therefore something the old Adam and Eve are always trying 

to improve into ruin! 

 

 

John 20:19–23 

 John gives us Pentecost in a locked room. No rushing wind, no tongues of fire, no public 

astonishment. Only frightened disciples, closed doors, and the risen Christ standing in the midst of 

them. This is the Church at its most honest: afraid, compromised, and in need of a Word from 

outside itself. 

 Christ’s first word is not instruction, but absolution: “Peace be with you.” He does not begin 

with their failure. He begins with His finished work. Then He shows them His hands and His side, 

wounds still fresh. Christian peace is not cheap serenity. It is wounded peace, crucified peace, blood-

bought peace. 

 Then He sends them. But He does not send them with a committee, a cause, or a program. 

He leaves behind a preached verdict: “If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them.” The 

Spirit is breathed out for this: the forgiveness of sins. Not religious excitement. Not moral 

improvement campaigns. Not ecclesiastical busyness with a spiritual soundtrack. Forgiveness. 

Everything depends on this. 

 Luther puts the same heartbeat into the Catechism: “In this Christian church He daily and 

richly forgives all my sins and the sins of all believers.” That is John 20 brought into the ordinary life 

of the Church. The risen Christ keeps walking through locked doors, day by day, by means of 

absolution.  

 The retaining of sins is the necessary severity of mercy. The Gospel does not pretend sin is 

harmless. The Law exposes, binds, and kills the old lie that we can justify ourselves. But the final 

word belongs to Christ, who breathes the Spirit and gives His Church the one verdict the world 

cannot manufacture, nor does it want to: Peace. Your sins are forgiven. 
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KEY GREEK WORDS IN CONTEXT 

JOHN 20:19–23 

1. εἰρήνη — eirēnē 

Usually translated: “peace” 

“Peace be with you.” 

In ordinary Greek usage, εἰρήνη could mean peace as the absence of war, public order, concord, or 

well-being. In the Greek Old Testament, however, it often carries the weight of Hebrew shalom:  

wholeness, well-being, restoration, and right relation with God and neighbor. 

 Jesus is not merely offering a polite greeting. He is speaking peace into the room where His 

disciples are hiding in fear, guilt, and failure. The wounds in His hands and side show where this 

peace came from. It is peace accomplished by the crucified and risen Lord. 

So the English word “peace” should be heard as more than inner quiet. It is Christ’s resurrection 

verdict over terrified sinners. 

This is absolution before explanation. 

2. ἀπέσταλκεν / πέμπω — apestalken / pempō 

Usually translated: “has sent / I send” 

“As the Father has sent me, even so I am sending you.” 

John uses two verbs of sending. ἀποστέλλω often carries the idea of sending someone with a 

commission, authority, or representative function. It is the word from which we get 

“apostle.” πέμπω is a broader word for sending, dispatching, or causing someone to go. 

In John’s Gospel, sending language is deeply important. Jesus is repeatedly the One sent by the 

Father. He does not come on His own initiative. He comes bearing the Father’s will, word, and 

work. Now, in John 20, the sent Son sends His disciples. 
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This helps us understand the English translation. “I send you” means they are commissioned under 

His authority, bearing His word, because He Himself was sent by the Father. 

The Church is therefore not self-authorized. It is not a religious startup, led by entrepreneurial 

hotshots! It does not invent its message, improve its product, and search anxiously for market share. 

It is sent. 

The Church does not create the Word. 

It receives the Word and is sent with the Word. 

3. ἐνεφύσησεν — enephysēsen 

Usually translated: “He breathed on them” 

“And when He had said this, He breathed on them.” 

The verb ἐμφυσάω means to breathe into or breathe upon. It is rare and therefore striking. Its 

ancient biblical resonance is especially important because the Greek Old Testament uses related 

language in Genesis 2:7, where God breathes into Adam the breath of life. 

That means John is not describing a small symbolic gesture, as though Jesus were adding a dramatic 

flourish before the real business begins. The word evokes creation. God breathed life into the first 

man; now the risen Christ breathes life into His Church. 

It also calls Ezekiel 37 to mind, where breath comes upon the slain and the dry bones live. In both 

cases, breath is life-giving. It does what human power cannot do. 

So the English phrase “He breathed on them” is new creation language. The risen Christ stands 

among failed disciples and breathes life into them. 

The Church is animated by the breath of the risen Lord. 
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4. πνεῦμα — pneuma 

Usually translated: “Spirit,” also “breath” or “wind” 

“Receive the Holy Spirit.” 

The Greek word πνεῦμα can mean spirit, breath, or wind. Ancient hearers would not have treated 

these meanings as sealed off from one another in the way modern readers sometimes do. Breath and 

life belong together. Wind is unseen but powerful. Spirit is personal divine agency. 

In John 20, the word πνεῦμα gathers together breath, life, and divine gift. The Holy Spirit is not an 

abstract religious atmosphere. He is not a mood, a surge of feeling, or a spiritual electricity that 

makes the Church more exciting. 

He is the Spirit given by the risen Christ. 

And in this passage, the Spirit is tied directly to the forgiveness and retention of sins. That is crucial. 

The Spirit is not given here as a vague endorsement of whatever the Church decides to call mission. 

He is given so that Christ’s own forgiving word may be spoken. 

So the English “Spirit” should be heard with the force of breath and life. The Spirit is the life-giving 

breath of the risen Christ, given for the ministry of forgiveness. 

 

5. ἀφῆτε / ἀφέωνται — aphēte / apheōntai 

Usually translated: “you forgive / they are forgiven” 

“If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them.” 

The verb ἀφίημι has a wide ancient usage. It can mean to send away, release, let go, dismiss, cancel, 

leave behind, or forgive. In legal and financial settings, it could carry the sense of releasing someone 

from obligation or canceling a debt. In relation to sin, it means forgiveness as release. 
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This helps sharpen the English word “forgive.” Forgiveness is release. The debt is sent away. The 

burden is lifted. The sinner is loosed from the accusation. 

The grammar is also strong. Jesus says, “If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them.” The 

second verb is in a form that emphasizes the resulting state: the sins stand forgiven. The absolution 

spoken in Christ’s name is not a pious wish, a therapeutic reassurance, or a religious way of saying, 

“Try to feel better.” 

It is a verdict. 

So when the English says “they are forgiven,” hear the ancient force of release. The sinner is not 

advised. The sinner is loosed. 

This is why the pulpit must not be wasted on religious advice. Christ has placed into it the word that 

releases sinners. Advice binds sinners. 

6. κρατῆτε / κεκράτηνται — kratēte / kekratēntai 

Usually translated: “you retain / they are retained” 

“If you retain the sins of any, they are retained.” 

The verb κρατέω means to hold, seize, grasp, keep firm, restrain, or hold fast. In ancient usage it 

could describe taking hold of someone physically, holding power, keeping a tradition, or maintaining 

control. It is a strong word. It does not mean mild disapproval. 

In John 20, it means to hold them fast, to bind them, to leave the sinner under their weight. 

Retaining sins is not the Church being irritable, moralistic, or clerically self-important. It is the sober 

refusal to pronounce forgiveness where sin is defended, excused, cherished, or called righteousness. 

The Gospel releases sinners. It does not bless the old Adam’s determination to remain in charge. 

This is the hard edge of mercy. The same office that forgives sins also retains them. The Law must 

expose what kills. It must not call death life. It must not tell sinners they are free while leaving them 

chained to the thing that destroys them. 
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But even this hard word serves the Gospel. Sins are retained so that the sinner may be repented and 

then hear the greater word: Peace. Your sins are forgiven. 
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SERMON 

JOHN 20:19–23 

Friends in Christ, grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 

On the evening of that first day of the week, the doors were locked. Shut. And from the inside. Fear 

inhabited the room. 

That is still one of the most honest descriptions of the human condition Scripture gives us. We 

know locked rooms. We know what it is to sit behind a phone screen, perfectly reachable and yet 

utterly hidden. We know what it is to answer, “I’m fine,” while the whole interior house is bolted 

shut. We know what it is to curate a life in public and sit in fear in private. 

The disciples were not brave. They were hiding. 

That is how John begins. The disciples are not gathered around a whiteboard discussing missional 

objectives, demographic outreach, or institutional renewal. The doors were locked “for fear….”  

We must not skip over this. Because Christ does not wait until we have become useful. He does not 

wait until we have processed our trauma, repaired our courage, written a mission statement, or 

shown signs of leadership potential. He comes to us while we are stuck in or fears. He comes to we 

who have run away, denied, doubted, scattered, and saved our own skins while denying He was 

lifted up for the life of the world. 

And what is His first word to the likes of us? Peace. 

Not advice. Not accusation. Peace. 

And this peace is not the vague religious calm people try to manufacture when life has become 

unmanageable. It is not the thin serenity sold by the age to people who have enough money to 

purchase relaxing vacations, spa treatments and scented candles. This is not peace as mood. This is 

not peace as temperament. This is not peace as the temporary absence of conflict. 

This is peace with God. 
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This is peace spoken by the One whose hands still bear the wounds. This is peace from the crucified 

and risen Lord who has passed through judgment, wrath, sin, death, hell, and the grave. This is 

peace that does not deny the wounds but shows them. 

“When He had said this, He showed them His hands and His side.” 

That is the shape of Christian peace. It has wounds in it. 

The world knows how to offer peace by distraction. It knows how to say, “Do not think about it.” It 

knows how to say, “Move on.” It knows how to say, “Believe in yourself.” It knows how to say, “Be 

kind to yourself,” which is often only a softer way of saying, “Absolve yourself if you can.” 

But Christ does not bring peace by teaching you how to excuse yourself. He brings peace by bearing 

your sin in His body. He brings peace by being handed over to the accusation, nailed beneath the 

verdict, placed among the dead, and raised on the third day as the living end of the old world’s 

prosecution. 

So when He says, “Peace be with you,” He is not offering a pious greeting. He is delivering a verdict. 

The case is over. The debt is paid. The accusation has spent itself on Him. The grave has lost its 

claim. 

Peace be with you. 

And then, as if once were not enough for frightened sinners, and it never is, He says it again. 

“Peace be with you. As the Father has sent Me, even so I am sending you.” 

Now here is where the Church so often loses its nerve and regains its vanity. 

We hear the word “sent,” and immediately we begin rummaging about for something practical, 

measurable, organizational. At last, we think, something to do. The risen Christ has appeared; the 

wounds have been displayed; peace has been announced; now surely comes the program. 

Now we will form the committee, identify the cause, plan for spiritual improvement and institutional 

usefulness. 
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But the risen Christ does not leave behind a committee, a cause, or a program. He leaves behind a 

preached verdict. 

Peace. Your sins are forgiven. 

That is the astonishing thing. Christ sends His disciples, but He does not send them empty-handed, 

and He does not send them with a clipboard. He sends them with His own word. He sends them as 

those who have just been absolved, so that they may absolve. He sends them as forgiven sinners to 

forgive sinners. He sends them with the fruit of His cross on their lips. 

“And when He had said this, He breathed on them and said to them, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit.’” 

He breathed on them. 

Do you hear Genesis in that? The Lord God formed the man from the dust of the ground and 

breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and man became a living creature. You should hear 

Ezekiel in that. The valley of dry bones. Bone joined to bone. Sinews and flesh. Breath from the 

four winds. The slain standing upon their feet. 

Now the risen Christ breathes on His disciples. This is new creation. 

Your faith is not animated by your enthusiasm. It is not animated by your cleverness, relevance, 

moral passion, or institutional survival instinct. You live and the Church lives because the risen 

Christ breathes His Spirit into what was dead. 

And notice where the Spirit is placed. The Spirit is tied here to a word. 

“Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins 

of any, they are retained.” 

There it is. That is Pentecost. The Spirit is given for the forgiveness of sins. 

The Spirit is given so that Christ’s peace may be spoken into the locked rooms where sinners hide. 

And we do hide. And into that room comes Christ. He does not wait for you to unlock it. That is 

the mercy. 
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If the Gospel depended on your opening the door, you would still be behind it. If grace waited for 

your spiritual readiness, your readiness would become even one more locked door. But Christ comes 

through the doors. He stands among the guilty, the frightened, the failed, and the faithless, and He 

speaks. 

Peace be with you. 

This is why the Church must be very careful with Pentecost. 

The moment we call it the birthday of the Church, we are in danger of handing out party hats to the 

old Adam. He loves religious birthdays. He loves occasions. He loves the thought that the Church is 

now the main character. He is happy to celebrate Pentecost, provided the Spirit is turned into 

energy, mission into activism, and forgiveness into a preliminary item before the real business 

begins. 

The old Adam is always willing to become spiritual if he can remain in charge. 

He will happily speak of renewal, transformation, purpose, justice, mission, and community. He will 

learn the vocabulary. He will sit on the committee. He will even make the coffee. But he will not 

consent to be killed. 

And that is precisely what the Spirit has come to do. 

The Spirit does not come to decorate the old life. He comes to put it to death and raise a new one in 

Christ. He does not come to make sin manageable. He comes to forgive it. He does not come to 

make the Church impressive. He comes to make Christ present. 

That is why the forgiveness of sins is not a small doctrine. It is not the elementary lesson before we 

move on to advanced Christianity. It is the life of the Church. It is the pulse of Pentecost. It is the 

breath of the Spirit moving through human words. 

“If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them.” 

And what a strange mercy it is that Christ entrusts such a word to human mouths. He could have 

sent angels. They would have made a better impression. He could have written it across the sky. It 
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would have solved the publicity problem. He could have constructed a more dignified arrangement 

than preachers, pastors, parents, friends, and fellow sinners speaking His word through voices that 

crack, hesitate, grow tired, and sometimes need the very absolution they are appointed to deliver. 

But that is how He does it. He puts heavenly treasure in jars of clay.He gives the Spirit through the 

Word. He hides His divine verdict in human speech. 

So when you hear, “I forgive you all your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the 

Holy Spirit,” that is not a religious courtesy. It is not a liturgical flourish before we get to the 

sermon. It is the risen Christ walking through locked doors. 

When the Gospel is preached into your ears, Christ is not absent. When Baptism names you with 

the triune name, Christ is not absent. When the Supper gives you His body and blood for the 

forgiveness of sins, Christ is not absent. When the Word says, “Peace,” heaven is not offering a 

suggestion. God is giving what He says. 

There will always be voices telling the Church to become something more useful. More relevant. 

More activist. More therapeutic. More respectable. More radical. More moderate. More successful. 

More visible. More marketable. More whatever word happens to be fashionable among those who 

mistake the Church for an anxious nonprofit with hymns. 

But the Church does not live by becoming more anything. 

The Church lives by receiving Christ. 

And Christ is received where He has promised to give Himself: in the Word, in the water, in the 

Supper, in the absolution, in the preached verdict that finds sinners behind locked doors and says 

what they could never say to themselves. 

Peace be with you. Your sins are forgiven. That is not the beginning of something better. 

That is the thing itself. That is Pentecost. Amen. 
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THE HOLY TRINITY 

COMMENTARIES ON THE LESSONS 

 

GENESIS 1:1–2:4A AND PSALM 8 

Genesis begins with God speaking. “Let there be…” And there was. Creation is gift, spoken into 

being by the God whose Word does what it says. 

That is already a mercy. Before there is command, there is gift. Before there is human labor, there is 

divine speech. Before Adam opens his eyes, the world is already given: light, sky, earth, sea, seed, 

fruit, sun, moon, stars, creatures, breath, blessing. The first thing man receives is not an assignment 

but a world. Faith, first and foremost, sees the gift and, therefore, the Giver. 

Psalm 8 answers Genesis with wonder: “What is man that you are mindful of him?” That is the 

proper human question. Not, “How shall I become useful?” Not, “How shall I seize the center?” 

But, “Why should the Lord of heaven and earth care for dust like me?” And given what we have 

come to know of the vastness of the universe, that is hardly an academic question. The psalm 

refuses both modern delusions: that humanity is nothing, and that humanity is everything. Man is 

small beneath the heavens yet crowned with glory and honor by God’s own gift. This is an 

important corrective. 

Luther catches this creaturely wonder in the Small Catechism: “I believe that God has made me and 

all creatures.” And then he grows wonderfully concrete: God gives “body and soul, eyes, ears, and all 

my members, my reason and all my senses,” and still preserves them. That is Genesis and Psalm 8 

brought down from the dome of the heavens into your own hands, lungs, breakfast table, and 

beating heart. 

The bite here is simple: the modern world is forever trying to make man either a god or an animal, 

and then congratulating itself for its sophistication. Scripture gives us something far better. You are 

a creature. You are not self-made. You are not disposable. You are not the measure of all things. At 

the same time, you are made, known, crowned, and given a place before God. 
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And yet Genesis does not end with man’s achievement but with God’s rest. The seventh day is 

completion, rest. The world is gift before it becomes task. Human dominion is therefore not 

permission to devour creation like a spoiled heir burning through the estate. It is vocation under 

blessing. 

The Christian preacher may also say more. The Word through whom all things were made has 

become flesh. The One who made man a little lower than the heavenly beings was Himself made 

low for us. The crown of glory in Psalm 8 finds its deepest fulfillment in Christ, who is crowned 

with thorns before He is crowned with resurrection glory. Creation is good. Humanity is honored. 

But the final measure of both is found in the crucified and risen Son. 

 

2 CORINTHIANS 13:11–13 

Paul’s final blessing is brief, but it is not small. “The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ and the love of 

God and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all.” Here the Holy Trinity is not presented as 

an abstract puzzle for religious mathematicians. The Trinity is preached as gift. 

Paul has been severe with the Corinthians because love is not sentimentality. He has rebuked their 

arrogant nonsense, exposed their divisions, defended his apostleship, and refused their taste for 

religious showmanship. Perhaps he should have ended by giving them a good scolding! “Try to be 

less disappointing!” Instead, he blesses them with the triune God. 

That is wonderfully offensive to the religious improvement industry. After all the correction, the 

final word is not an appeal to the Corinthians’ resolve. It is to God’s giving. 

Luther’s explanation of the Creed moves in the same direction. The Father creates and preserves. 

The Son redeems, purchases, and wins us “not with gold or silver, but with His holy, precious blood 

and with His innocent suffering and death.” The Spirit “calls, gathers, enlightens, and sanctifies the 

whole Christian church on earth.” The Trinity is the living God giving Himself to sinners. 

Paul’s words also rescue fellowship from the thin churchly use we often give it. Fellowship is not 

merely coffee after worship, though coffee is not to be despised! It is not friendliness, demographic 
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similarity, or the strange religious optimism that assumes everyone would be close if only the coffee 

hour had better snacks! The fellowship of the Holy Spirit is communion created by God Himself. It 

is sinners joined to Christ and therefore to one another. 

So, this little benediction carries the whole Christian life. The grace of Christ answers guilt. The love 

of God answers fear. The fellowship of the Spirit answers isolation. The Church does not 

manufacture these things. She receives them. 

And she receives them “with you all.” Not merely the impressive. Not merely the stable. Not merely 

the pleasant. Not merely the Corinthians least likely to cause trouble at the next meeting of the 

elders. The apostolic blessing falls on the whole troubled congregation because the triune God is not 

waiting for an improved Church before He gives Himself to her. 

MATTHEW 28:16–20 

Matthew tells us that the eleven disciples went to Galilee, saw the risen Lord, and worshiped Him. 

“But some doubted.”  The risen Christ stands before them, and still there is doubt. Evidently the 

Church’s first missionary conference was not composed of spiritual giants but worshiping doubters. 

This is important because the Great Commission is often turned into the Great Burden. The Church 

hears, “Go,” and immediately begins to pant under the weight of strategy, guilt, metrics, slogans, and 

missionary nervousness. 

But Jesus does not begin with the Church’s capacity. He begins with His authority: “All authority in 

heaven and on earth has been given to me.” The mission rests on Christ, not on the emotional 

stamina of the disciples. The Church is sent because Christ reigns. 

Then comes the command: “Make disciples of all nations.” How? Not by clever manipulation, not 

by institutional charm, not by making Christianity appear less embarrassing to people who have 

already decided what the Church ought to be. Jesus gives the means plainly: baptizing and teaching. 

Baptizing “in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” Teaching them to 

observe all that He has commanded. Word and water. Promise and instruction. Death and 

resurrection delivered in the triune name. 
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Luther says of Baptism that it “works forgiveness of sins, rescues from death and the devil, and 

gives eternal salvation to all who believe this.” That is not religious symbolism limping along behind 

human decision. That is Gospel working, attached to water by Christ’s command and promise. 

And the teaching is not moral coaching detached from Christ. It is the ongoing formation of the 

baptized under the Word of Jesus. The Church teaches because Christ commands. The Church 

baptizes because Christ promises. The Church goes because Christ reigns. 

Then comes the final comfort: “Behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age.” The Great 

Commission ends with Christ’s presence. 

That is the difference between mission and religious panic. Panic says, “Look at what depends on 

us.” Faith hears, “I am with you always.” 

So, the risen Christ does not leave the Church with a motivational poster, a committee structure, or 

a desperate plea to remain relevant. He leaves her with authority, Baptism, teaching, promise, and 

His abiding presence. 
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KEY GREEK WORDS IN CONTEXT 

MATTHEW 28:16–20  

 

1. ἐπορεύθησαν — eporeuthēsan 

Usually translated: “they went” 

“Now the eleven disciples went to Galilee…” 

The verb πορεύομαι means to go, travel, journey, or proceed. In ordinary ancient usage, it often 

described actual movement from one place to another. It is not a vague spiritual word. It is bodily, 

directional, concrete. 

In Matthew 28, the disciples go to the mountain in Galilee because Jesus had appointed it. They are 

not inventing a mission. They are moving under command. They go where the risen Lord told them 

to go. 

So “they went” carries the sense of obedient movement toward an appointed place. The Church’s 

mission begins not with self-starting enthusiasm, but with being summoned. 

 

2. προσεκύνησαν — prosekynēsan 

Usually translated: “they worshiped” 

“And when they saw him, they worshiped him…” 

The verb προσκυνέω originally referred to acts of bodily reverence: bowing, prostrating oneself, 

falling before someone in homage. In Greek usage, it could be used for reverence shown before 

kings, rulers, or gods. In Jewish Scripture and worship, however, such reverence belongs finally to 

God. 
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In Matthew, the disciples are not merely “respecting” Jesus, as one might respect a teacher. The 

word implies bodily homage, reverent submission, and worshipful recognition. 

So the English “worshiped” is exactly right, but we should hear its ancient physical force. This is not 

private admiration. This is the disciples bowing before the risen Christ as Lord. 

 

3. ἐδίστασαν — edistasan 

Usually translated: “they doubted” 

“…but some doubted.” 

The verb διστάζω is rare. It carries the idea of being of two minds, wavering, hesitating, or being 

divided. It does not necessarily mean settled unbelief or outright denial. It is closer to hesitation 

under the pressure of something overwhelming. 

Matthew uses the same verb earlier when Peter walks on the water and begins to sink. Jesus says, “O 

you of little faith, why did you doubt?” There the issue is not atheism. Peter is not rejecting Jesus. 

He is wavering between trust and fear. 

That helps the English translation. “Doubted” is not wrong, but it may sound too intellectual, as 

though the disciples were weighing evidence in a seminar room. The ancient sense is more visceral: 

they hesitate, waver, falter. The risen Christ stands before them, and they are overwhelmed. 

This makes the verse deeply pastoral. The disciples worship, and yet some waver. The mission is 

given to worshiping hesitaters, not spiritual giants. 

 

4. ἐξουσία — exousia 

Usually translated: “authority” 

“All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.” 
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The word ἐξουσία can mean authority, right, power, jurisdiction, or delegated rule. In ancient 

political and legal contexts, it was not merely “influence.” It referred to the rightful power to act, 

command, govern, or decide. 

So, when Jesus says, “All authority,” He is not saying, “I am very inspiring,” or “My teaching will 

remain influential.” He is claiming universal dominion: heaven and earth are under His rightful rule. 

We should not hear it weakly as moral credibility or persuasive power. It is royal and cosmic. The 

risen Christ has the right to command the nations because all rule belongs to Him. 

 

5. μαθητεύσατε — mathēteusate 

Usually translated: “make disciples” 

“Go therefore and make disciples of all nations…” 

The word comes from μαθητής, meaning learner, pupil, apprentice, or disciple. In the ancient world, 

a disciple attached himself to a teacher, learned a way of life, received instruction, and was formed 

by the master’s teaching. 

The verb μαθητεύω therefore means to cause someone to become a disciple or to bring someone 

into the condition of being a learner/follower. 

This helps us hear “make disciples” more accurately. It does not mean “get people to make a 

decision,” “increase religious consumers,” or “build an audience.” It means bringing people under 

the lordship of Jesus. 

And Matthew immediately tells us how this happens: by baptizing and teaching. The disciple is made 

by being placed into the triune name and formed by Christ’s Word. 
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6. βαπτίζοντες — baptizontes 

Usually translated: “baptizing” 

“…baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit…” 

The verb βαπτίζω means to dip, immerse, wash, or baptize. In Jewish and early Christian settings, 

washing with water could carry ritual, cleansing, initiatory, and covenantal significance. It was not 

merely a private symbol. It was an enacted washing tied to identity and belonging. 

In Matthew 28, Baptism is done “in the name” of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. In ancient usage, 

a “name” was not merely a label. It represented authority, identity, ownership, and presence. To be 

baptized “in the name” is to be placed under the authority and claim of the triune God. 

So, the English “baptizing” is an act of divine claiming. The baptized are chosen, elected, marked 

with the name of God. 
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SERMON 

Matthew 28:16–20 

The eleven went to Galilee because Jesus told them to go. That is how the Church begins: not with 

vision, strategy, enthusiasm, or moral energy, but with a Word from outside itself. 

They went. They saw Him. They worshiped Him. 

“And some doubted.” 

There it is: the Church on its first missionary mountain, worshiping and wavering at the same time. 

The risen Christ sends hesitaters. 

That is already Law and Gospel. 

The Law is this: even when Christ stands before us risen from the dead, the old Adam still hesitates. 

He wavers. He bargains. He looks over Christ’s shoulder toward safety, reputation, success, and 

control. He wants the risen Lord, but he also wants guarantees. He wants mission without risk, 

discipleship without death, Baptism without drowning, teaching without offense, and Christ without 

the cross. 

The Law exposes the Church as it really is. We are not the fearless company we pretend to be. We 

are not the strong, pure, strategic, and faithful people imagined in our mission statements. We 

worship, yes, but we waver. We confess, but we calculate. We say “Lord,” but we would prefer a 

Lord who consults us before sending us anywhere inconvenient. 

And yet Jesus comes. That is the Gospel. 

He does not wait for the hesitation to disappear. He does not postpone His promise until the 

disciples become useful. He speaks precisely to the wavering Church. 

“All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.” 
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That is where mission begins. Not in the Church’s authority. Not in the preacher’s personality. Not 

in the congregation’s confidence. Not in the culture’s permission. Not in the anxious religious 

machinery forever trying to make itself necessary. 

Christ has the authority. 

The crucified One reigns. The One rejected by men has been vindicated by the Father. The One 

nailed beneath the world’s judgment now commands heaven and earth. This means the mission does 

not rest on our faith, our courage, our plans, or our ability to keep the institution alive. It rests on 

Christ. 

Therefore, go. 

But even the going is not religious entrepreneurship. The Church is not sent to manufacture 

admirers, collect consumers, or build an audience. Jesus says, “Make disciples,” and then He gives 

the means: baptizing and teaching. 

Water and Word. Name and promise. Command and gift. 

Baptism is not a religious photograph, a sentimental family custom, or a symbol of human sincerity. 

It is God’s claim. To be baptized into the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit is to be taken out 

of the old ownership and placed under the lordship of the crucified and risen Christ. And this is 

God’s doing, God’s decision for you. 

That is why Baptism is comfort. Your faith wavers. Your resolve weakens. Your discipleship limps. 

Your old Adam and Eve still thrash about, looking for something to boast in or something to fear. 

But the name placed upon you does not waver. 

The Spirit does not abandon the Word by which He called you. 

And the Church teaches. Not its opinions. Not the age’s approved anxieties. Not moral uplift with a 

Bible verse stapled to it. The Church teaches what Christ commanded. All of it. 
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That means the Law must be preached. The old Adam must be exposed, accused, drowned, and put 

to death. The sinner must hear that he cannot save himself, justify himself, secure himself, or turn 

discipleship into a religious improvement project. 

But the Gospel must also be preached in all its wild offense: Christ has died for sinners. Christ has 

been raised for your justification. Christ claims the baptized. Christ forgives the ungodly. Christ is 

with His Church. 

The Law says, “You are not what you pretend to be.” 

The Gospel says, “Christ is exactly who He promises to be.” 

Then comes the final word: “I am with you always, to the end of the age.” 

The Great Commission does not end with the Church staring anxiously at its assignment. It ends 

with Christ’s promise. That is the difference between mission and panic. Panic says, “Look what 

depends on us.” Faith hears, “I am with you.” 

So the Church goes as it truly is: summoned, worshiping, doubting, baptized, taught, and carried by 

the promise of Christ. 

So go where He sends. Worship even when you waver. Baptize. Teach. Let the Law kill what must 

die. Let the Gospel raise whom Christ has claimed. 

And hear the promise that holds the Church from Galilee to the end of the age: Yours sins are 

forgiven. 

“I am with you always.” 

Amen. 
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PROPER 5 

COMMENTARIES ON THE LESSONS 

Hosea 5:15–6:6; Psalm 50:7–15; Romans 4:13–25; Matthew 9:9–13, 18–26 

 

HOSEA 5:15–6:6 

Hosea gives us one of Scripture’s sharpest warnings against religious speech. Israel says all the right 

things: “Come, let us return to the Lord.” The words are beautiful. The problem is not the words. 

The problem is that God sees through them. 

Their love is “like a morning cloud, like the dew that goes early away.” It appears, glistens briefly, 

and vanishes when the sun rises. That is the terrifying thing about religious sentiment: it can sound 

like faith while remaining entirely untouched by God’s killing and making alive. 

God says, “I desire steadfast love and not sacrifice, the knowledge of God rather than burnt 

offerings.” That is not an attack on the sacrificial system God Himself commanded. It is an attack 

on the sinner’s favorite fantasy: that God can be managed by ceremony while the heart remains 

elsewhere. 

This is where religious people can become especially gifted frauds. We can turn worship into a 

transaction, repentance into theater, doctrine into self-defense, and sacrifice into an invoice sent 

heavenward. God is not impressed. 

Luther’s catechetical instinct is sharp. The First Commandment asks not whether you have religious 

vocabulary, but where your fear, love, and trust actually rest. “We should fear, love, and trust in God 

above all things.” Hosea presses the same question. Do you want God, or do you want a religious 

arrangement that keeps God safely managed? 

Yet Hosea also promises mercy. “He has torn us, that he may heal us; he has struck us down, and he 

will bind us up.” God wounds in order to heal. He kills in order to make alive. He strips away false 

sacrifice so mercy may be received as mercy. 
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That is always the difference between religion and Gospel. Religion bargains. Mercy raises the dead. 

PSALM 50:7–15 

Psalm 50 is God’s courtroom speech against religious bargaining. “Hear, O my people, and I will 

speak.” The Lord summons His people and clarifies something they seem to have forgotten: He 

does not need their sacrifices because He is hungry. 

“If I were hungry, I would not tell you, for the world and its fullness are mine.” 

That is one of the great divine put-downs in Scripture. God does not need your goat, your bull, your 

spiritual performance, your impressive piety, or your carefully managed religious brand. He owns the 

cattle on a thousand hills. The entire sacrificial economy collapses the moment the sinner imagines 

he is supplying something God lacks. 

The problem is not sacrifice. The problem is the sinner’s attempt to turn sacrifice into leverage. The 

old Adam is always trying to get God into his debt, which is bold behavior for dust! 

So what does God command? 

“Offer to God a sacrifice of thanksgiving, and perform your vows to the Most High, and call upon 

me in the day of trouble; I will deliver you, and you shall glorify me.” 

There is the Gospel-shaped reversal. God is not the needy one. You are. God does not say, 

“Impress Me.” He says, “Call upon Me.”  

Luther’s explanation of prayer belongs here: God invites us to believe that He is our true Father and 

that we are His true children, so that with all boldness and confidence we may ask Him as dear 

children ask their dear father. 

Psalm 50 destroys religious commerce and restores prayer. God is not a consumer to be satisfied. 

He is the Deliverer to be called upon. 
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ROMANS 4:13–25 

Romans 4 is Paul’s demolition of every religious system that tries to smuggle human achievement 

into justification. The promise to Abraham did not come through the law, but through the 

righteousness of faith. If inheritance depends on the law, Paul says, faith is null and the promise is 

void. Nothing. 

That is not a minor adjustment. That is dynamite under the whole religious improvement industry. 

Abraham is not justified because he possesses religious excellence. He is justified because he trusts 

the promise. He believes in the God “who gives life to the dead and calls into existence the things 

that do not exist.” That is the God of the Gospel who creates faith where there was none and life 

where there was only death. 

Paul is unsparing: Abraham’s body was “as good as dead,” and Sarah’s womb was barren. Again, 

nothing. The promise comes precisely where human possibility has run out. That is the grammar of 

grace. God waits until the old Adam has no material left for boasting, then speaks a promise that 

creates what it commands. 

Luther’s line fits perfectly: faith is not a human work that earns grace. Faith is the hand that receives 

the gift. Or as the Catechism teaches, we cannot by our own reason or strength believe in Jesus 

Christ or come to Him, but the Holy Spirit calls us by the Gospel. 

Romans 4 also drives straight to Christ: Jesus “was delivered up for our trespasses and raised for our 

justification.” Christ was handed over for sin and raised as God’s verdict that sinners are justified in 

Him. 

Faith does not make this true. Faith receives that it is true. 

 

MATTHEW 9:9–13, 18–26 

Matthew 9 is a Gospel lesson for everyone who has mistaken Christianity for the cultivation of 

respectable people. 
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Jesus sees Matthew sitting at the tax booth and says, “Follow me.” There is no résumé review. No 

spiritual aptitude test. No probationary period. Matthew is not called because he is morally 

promising. Matthew is a bad religious example! He is called because Jesus calls sinners. 

Then Jesus eats with tax collectors and sinners, which is more than bad optics. It is a scandal. Table 

fellowship means association, welcome, communion. The Pharisees see the problem at once: “Why 

does your teacher eat with tax collectors and sinners?” 

It is an excellent question, provided one is willing to survive the answer. 

Jesus says, “Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick.” There is the 

whole Christian faith in one sentence. Christ is not a life coach for the spiritually ambitious. He is a 

physician for the sick. And the truly sick are not those who have obvious symptoms, but those who 

imagine themselves healthy before God. 

Then Jesus quotes Hosea: “I desire mercy and not sacrifice.” The quote is not decorative. It 

interprets His mission. Mercy has come in person. Mercy sits at table with sinners. Mercy is not 

disgusted by the unclean. Mercy is not afraid of death. 

The second half of the Gospel makes this visible. A ruler comes because his daughter has died. A 

woman with a flow of blood reaches out because she has been unclean and desperate for twelve 

years. One is socially prominent; the other is ritually unclean and hidden in the crowd. Christ goes to 

both. 

The woman touches His garment. According to normal expectations, uncleanness contaminates. But 

with Jesus, holiness runs the other way. He is not made unclean by her touch. She is made well by 

His mercy. 

Then He takes the dead girl by the hand. Again, death does not contaminate Him. Life flows from 

Him. The girl rises. The Gospel is always about the direction. 

That is the Gospel: Jesus calls sinners, eats with sinners, heals the unclean, and raises the dead. The 

Pharisee sees contamination. Christ sees the sick who need a physician. 
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The Church forgets this whenever it becomes more interested in respectability than mercy, more 

devoted to sacrifice – doing - than sinners, more concerned with appearing clean than raising the 

dead. The Church is a hospital where the Physician still works through the Gospel. 
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KEY GREEK WORDS IN CONTEXT 

MATTHEW 9:9–13, 18–26 

 

1. τελώνιον — telōnion 

Usually translated: “tax booth” 

“He saw a man called Matthew sitting at the tax booth.” 

The word τελώνιον refers to a tax office or toll station. In the ancient world, taxes, tolls, customs, 

and tribute were often collected through systems associated with political power and local 

exploitation. Tax collectors were not simply unpopular bureaucrats. They were often viewed as 

collaborators, profiteers, and morally compromised figures. 

Matthew is not sitting in a neutral workplace. He is seated at a visible symbol of compromise, greed, 

and social resentment. 

Jesus calls him there. The Gospel does not begin when Matthew has cleaned up his reputation. It 

begins when Christ speaks into the very place of his shame. 

 

2. ἀκολούθει — akolouthei 

Usually translated: “Follow” 

“And He said to him, Follow Me.” 

The verb ἀκολουθέω means to follow, accompany, go after, or become a follower. In the ancient 

setting of discipleship, following a teacher was not merely agreeing with ideas. It meant attachment 

to the teacher’s person, instruction, way, and authority. 
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Here the form is an imperative: Follow Me. Jesus does not offer Matthew a suggestion. He issues a 

call that creates its own response. 

It is not “admire Me,” “consider Me,” or “add Me to your religious interests.” It is a summons. 

Matthew is called away from the tax booth and into the company of Jesus. 

Discipleship begins with Christ’s commanding word. 

 

3. ἁμαρτωλοί — hamartōloi 

Usually translated: “sinners” 

“Many tax collectors and sinners came and were reclining with Jesus.” 

The word ἁμαρτωλός means sinner, one who misses the mark, one who lives outside God’s will. In 

the social-religious world of the Gospels, “sinners” could also function as a recognizable category: 

those publicly known as morally or ritually suspect, those not regarded as respectable by the 

observant religious community. 

The word runs in two directions. It refers to actual sin before God, not merely social stigma. But it 

also exposes the social scandal of Jesus’ table fellowship. These are not carefully screened religious 

prospects. They are the wrong people. 

Jesus does not deny that they are sinners. He denies that their sin disqualifies them from His mercy. 

 

4. ἔλεος — eleos 

Usually translated: “mercy” 

“Go and learn what this means: ‘I desire mercy and not sacrifice.’” 
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The word ἔλεος means mercy, compassion, pity, covenant kindness, or active help toward the needy. 

In the Greek Old Testament, it often carries the weight of God’s steadfast covenant mercy. 

In Matthew 9, Jesus quotes Hosea 6:6. The issue is not mercy as a vague feeling of niceness. Mercy 

is God’s active movement toward sinners, the sick, and the unclean. It is compassion that does 

something. 

God is not lowering His standards because He has become indulgent. Mercy is God coming near in 

Christ to forgive, heal, cleanse, and raise. The Pharisees have sacrifice without mercy. Jesus is mercy 

in the flesh. 

 

5. θυσία — thysia 

Usually translated: “sacrifice” 

“I desire mercy, and not sacrifice.” 

The word θυσία refers to sacrifice, offering, or ritual gift. In the ancient world, sacrifice could be 

central to worship, covenant life, thanksgiving, atonement, and religious identity. In Israel’s life, 

sacrifice was commanded by God. So, Jesus is not dismissing worship itself. 

The issue is sacrifice misused. Jesus is attacking sacrifice when it becomes a substitute for mercy, a 

religious performance used to avoid the heart of God. Ritual becomes deadly when sinners use it to 

protect themselves from the very mercy God desires to give and show. 

Sacrifice without mercy becomes religious theater. And religious theater is one of the old Adam’s 

favorite hobbies. 
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6. σῴζω — sōzō 

Usually translated: “save,” “heal,” or “make well” 

“If I only touch His garment, I will be made well.” 

“Take heart, daughter; your faith has made you well.” 

The verb σῴζω can mean to save, rescue, deliver, heal, or make whole. In the Gospels, it often 

carries both bodily and spiritual force. Salvation is not reduced to an invisible religious transaction, 

nor is healing reduced to mere physical repair. 

This matters in the story of the bleeding woman. Many English translations say, “made well,” which 

is correct in context. But the Greek word also carries the broader sense of saving and delivering. 

The woman is not merely treated. She is rescued. She is restored. She is addressed as “daughter.” 

Her healing is part of the larger saving mercy of Christ. 

This helps us see that Jesus is not merely a miracle worker. He is Savior. His healing signs reveal the 

deeper truth: He has come to save sinners from sin, uncleanness, death, and the devil. 
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SERMON 

MATTHEW 9:9–13, 18–26 

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord Jesus Christ. Amen. 

Jesus saw a man called Matthew sitting at the tax booth, and He said to him, “Follow Me.” 

That is how grace sounds when it arrives. It does not begin with a careful review of Matthew’s 

motives, moral history, religious qualifications, or future usefulness. 

Jesus sees him. Jesus speaks. Matthew follows. That is the scandal from the beginning. Jesus calls the 

wrong people. 

He calls a tax collector, which is to say He calls a man whose reputation was already stained before 

he stood up. Matthew was not merely unpopular. He was compromised. Tax collectors were 

associated with Rome, extortion, greed, and betrayal. They were the sort of people everyone knew 

how to cancel. They made moral clarity easy. One hardly needed a sermon against tax collectors. 

The whole society had already preached it. 

And then Jesus says, “Follow Me.” 

That is the first offense. The second comes almost immediately. Jesus goes to dinner. 

“And as Jesus reclined at table in the house, behold, many tax collectors and sinners came and were 

reclining with Jesus and His disciples.” 

Now the scandal has multiplied, become social. Jesus is not merely calling sinners privately. He is 

eating with them publicly. 

Table fellowship is not incidental. To eat with someone is to accept their company. It is to be seen 

with them. It is to allow their need, their reputation, their uncleanness, their disgrace, to come near 

you. 

The Pharisees understand this better than we do. They ask the disciples, “Why does your teacher eat 

with tax collectors and sinners?” 
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It is a revealing question. They do not ask, “Why is your teacher preaching to sinners?” That might 

be acceptable. A sermon keeps a nice safe distance. The preacher remains above, the sinners remain 

below, and everyone understands the arrangement. 

But Jesus is not merely preaching at them. He is eating with them. There is the offense of mercy. 

Mercy gets too close. Mercy refuses to remain abstract. Mercy will not stay framed on the wall as a 

religious doctrine admired by people who prefer not to practice it. Mercy sits down at the table with 

the wrong crowd. 

The Pharisees cannot abide this. Religious respectability never can. It is always willing to discuss 

mercy in principle, provided mercy does not bring actual sinners into the room. 

Here I will permit myself an anecdote. My father was in the middle of his sermon on a Sunday long 

ago when a disheveled homeless man wandered down the aisle and seated himself near the front. An 

usher discreetly approached the man and began to lead him out. My father interrupted the moment 

and said; “If he goes, I go.” 

“Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick.” 

There it is. Jesus has come as physician. 

That means that sinners here are not received as those who simply made acceptable lifestyle choices 

among options. Sin is sickness. It is sickness unto death. It is the condition of the whole person 

before God. 

And this is where the Gospel begins to offend everyone. 

It offends the obviously sinful because it tells them their situation is worse than they hoped. They 

are not merely misunderstood. They are not merely wounded by society. They are not merely people 

who need affirmation and encouragement. They are sick with sin. 

But it also offends the respectable because it tells them the same thing. 
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The Pharisee and the tax collector need the same physician. The public sinner and the polished 

religious observer need the same mercy. The difference is not that one is sick and the other is well. 

The difference is that one knows it and the other has built a religion out of denying it. 

That is the danger of respectable religion. It can make sickness look like health. 

You can become fluent in religious speech and still be hiding from God. You can know the hymns, 

the responses, the rules, the etiquette, the boundaries, the acceptable opinions, the approved 

enemies, and still not know mercy. You can polish the outside of the cup until it gleams like a trophy 

and still be dead within. 

The old Adam and Eve in each of us loves this arrangement. We love religion as long as it can be 

turned into evidence. Evidence that we are serious. Evidence that we are sincere. Evidence that we 

are improving. Evidence that we are not like those people over there at Matthew’s table. 

And what does Jesus says, “Go and learn what this means: ‘I desire mercy, and not sacrifice.’” 

That is a dangerous sentence. Jesus sends the Bible believers back to the Bible. 

“Go and learn.” There is some bite in that. We can know the words, but  miss the meaning. We can 

quote Hosea, but not mercy when it is standing in front of us. 

“I desire mercy and not sacrifice.” 

Jesus is not abolishing worship. He is destroying religious bargaining. He is exposing religious 

transaction as a way to avoid mercy. Sacrifice becomes wicked when it is used to keep God at a 

distance and sinners in their place. 

God does not need your sacrifice as though He were hungry. God does not need your religious 

performance as though heaven were short on ceremony. God is not impressed by piety that has no 

mercy. And then Jesus says the sentence that gives life to the dead: 

“For I came not to call the righteous, but sinners.” 

Not the righteous. Sinners. 
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That is either the best news you have ever heard or the most offensive word imaginable, depending 

on whether you still believe you have something to protect. 

“I came not to call the righteous, but sinners.” 

This does not mean some people are righteous and do not need Jesus. It means those who insist on 

their own righteousness place themselves outside His mercy. The Physician has come for the sick, 

but He will not flatter the patient who insists the disease is health. 

Christ has come for sinners. Not for the imaginary people we pretend to be. Not for the improved 

version of ourselves we keep promising God. Not for the spiritual personality we hope others 

believe in. 

Sinners. 

That is the door into the Gospel. And it is a low door. No one enters standing tall. 

Then Matthew gives us two more scenes, and they are not accidents. They show us what this mercy 

does. 

A ruler comes and kneels before Jesus, saying, “My daughter has just died, but come and lay Your 

hand on her, and she will live.” 

There is no bargaining here. The man comes with death in his house and nothing in his hands but 

need. And Jesus rises and follows him. 

On the way, a woman who has suffered from a discharge of blood for twelve years comes up behind 

Him and touches the fringe of His garment. Twelve years of suffering. Twelve years of uncleanness. 

Twelve years of being marked off, diminished, burdened, and likely exhausted by failed remedies and 

disappointed hopes. 

She says to herself, “If I only touch His garment, I will be made well.” 

She reaches out. 
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Now according to the ordinary logic of purity, her touch should contaminate. The unclean touches 

the clean, and the clean becomes unclean. That is how contamination works. 

But not with Jesus. 

With Jesus, holiness runs in the other direction. The unclean touches Him, and she is made clean. 

The sick touches Him, and she is made well. The sinner comes to Him, and the sinner is forgiven. 

This is what the Pharisees could not understand at Matthew’s table. They thought mercy would 

contaminate holiness. Jesus shows that His holiness is mercy. It does not withdraw from sinners in 

fear. It moves toward them in power. 

He turns and says, “Take heart, daughter; your faith has made you well.” 

Daughter. Do not miss that. 

The woman who came hidden in the crowd is addressed as family. She reached for the fringe of His 

garment, and He gave her more than healing. He gave her a name, an identity. 

That is what Christ does. He does not merely fix symptoms. He restores persons. 

Then Jesus comes to the ruler’s house. The flute players are there. The crowd is making a 

commotion. Death has already arranged the room. Death knows how to take over a house. It fills 

the air, alters the voices, changes the furniture, and makes every ordinary object seem suddenly cruel. 

Jesus says, “Go away, for the girl is not dead but sleeping.” 

And they laugh at Him. Of course they do. 

The world always laughs when Christ speaks of death as though it were not final. Death is the old 

world’s most serious credential. It has never lacked for evidence. Every cemetery is an argument. 

Every obituary is a footnote. Every grief says, “Be realistic.” 

So they laugh. 
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But Jesus takes the girl by the hand, and she rises. 

The Physician has come not merely for the sick, but for the dead. 

That is where all of this is going. Matthew at the tax booth. Sinners at the table. The bleeding 

woman in the crowd. The dead girl in the house. They are all telling the same truth. 

Christ has come where sinners, where uncleanness is, where death is. 

And He has not come to advise, improve, flatter, or manage. 

He has come to save. 

This is why the Church must never trade this Gospel for respectability. The Church is always 

tempted to become the Pharisee at the edge of Matthew’s dinner table, watching Jesus eat with the 

wrong people and wondering whether He understands how bad this looks. 

Yes. He understands. 

It looked bad enough to get Him crucified. 

That is where His mercy takes Him. He eats with sinners, touches the unclean, takes the dead by the 

hand, and finally becomes the One who is numbered with transgressors. He bears sin. He becomes 

the rejected One. He is treated as unclean. He enters death. 

And on the third day, He rises. 

So, the call of Matthew is not merely an inspiring story about a man who changed careers. The 

healing of the woman is not merely a miracle story about persistence. The raising of the girl is not 

merely a display of divine power. 

They are signs of the Gospel itself. 

Jesus calls the sick, sinful, unclean dead. He calls you. He baptizes you. 

And He does it by mercy. Your sin is forgiven. Amen. 
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PROPER 6 

COMMENTARIES ON THE LESSONS 

 

Genesis 18:1–15, (21:1–7); Psalm 116:1–2, 12–19; Romans 5:1–8; Matthew 9:35–10:8, (9–23) 

 

Genesis 18:1–15, (21:1–7) 

The Lord comes to Abraham by the oaks of Mamre, and the scene begins with hospitality: water, 

rest, bread, curds, milk, and a calf prepared for guests. Yet underneath the ordinary gestures of 

welcome, the impossible promise is moving toward fulfillment. 

“Where is Sarah your wife?” 

“She is in the tent.” 

“I will surely return to you about this time next year, and Sarah your wife shall have a son.” 

Sarah laughs. 

One can hardly blame her. The promise collides with age, barrenness, and ordinary human 

arithmetic. Abraham is old. Sarah is old. The body has already testified. Biology has closed its book 

and gone home. 

But the Lord does not negotiate with possibility. He creates it. 

That is the force of the question: “Is anything too hard for the Lord?” The promise is not grounded 

in Sarah’s capacity to believe it without flinching. It is grounded in the Lord who speaks it. Sarah’s 

laughter is not the strongest thing in the tent. The Word of God is. 

This is the way of promise. God speaks into impossibility. He gives what the old world cannot 

generate. He brings life out of barrenness. 
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The catechetical echo is the First Article: God gives and preserves life. But the deeper movement 

already anticipates the Gospel: the God who gives Isaac to the barren will raise Jesus from the dead. 

Faith is not confidence in what can be reasonably expected. Faith receives the God who creates life 

where there is none. 

The old Adam is forever asking for a more manageable God. One who respects the probabilities. 

One who consults the medical chart, the actuarial table, the institutional report, and the mood of the 

room. But the Lord asks His own question: 

“Is anything too hard for the Lord?” 

 

Psalm 116:1–2, 12–19 

Psalm 116 is the song of one who has been delivered. “I love the Lord, because he has heard my 

voice and my pleas for mercy.” This is not generic gratitude. It is gratitude from the far edge of 

trouble. The psalmist has called, and the Lord has answered. 

The question comes: “What shall I render to the Lord for all his benefits to me?” 

That question could easily go wrong. The sinner hears mercy and immediately begins searching for a 

repayment plan. The old Adam cannot receive a gift without trying to turn it into debt management. 

But the psalm answers beautifully: 

“I will lift up the cup of salvation and call on the name of the Lord.” 

What shall I give God for saving me? 

I will receive salvation and call upon Him. 

That is the Gospel shape of thanksgiving. God is not repaid by our offerings, as though grace left 

Him short of funds. God is glorified when His gifts are received in faith, thanksgiving, prayer, and 

praise. 
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The psalm also says, “Precious in the sight of the Lord is the death of his saints.” Not cheap. Not 

unnoticed. Not swallowed by indifference. The death of His holy ones is precious to Him because 

those who belong to Him are not abandoned to death. 

This fits Luther’s catechetical shape of prayer. God invites us to call upon Him in every trouble. He 

is not a distant deity waiting for polished religious language. He bends His ear to the desperate cry. 

The psalmist’s sacrifice is thanksgiving.  

The Lord delivers. The sinner calls. The cup of salvation is lifted. The name of the Lord is praised. 

 

Romans 5:1–8 

Romans 5 gives one of the cleanest summaries of the Christian life in all of Scripture: “Therefore, 

since we have been justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ.” 

Peace with God is not a mood. It is not the inner calm one gets after deleting a few apps and 

drinking herbal! Peace with God is an objective reality established by Christ. The war is over because 

the crucified and risen Lord has justified the ungodly. 

Paul does not say, “Since we have improved sufficiently.” 

He says, “Since we have been justified by faith.” 

Then Paul does something almost unbearable to the old Adam: he locates God’s love precisely 

where human worthiness is absent. 

“While we were still weak.” 

“While we were still sinners.” 

“At the right time Christ died for the ungodly.” 

That is the sentence that topples religion. Christ did not die for the promising, the prepared, the 

serious, the attractive, or the almost-righteous. Christ died for the ungodly. 
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This is why hope does not put us to shame. Christian hope is not optimism. Optimism is the 

cheerful habit of lying politely about the evidence. Hope rests on the God who has acted in Christ 

while we were still dead in trespasses. 

The is the catechetical center is the Second Article: Christ “has redeemed me, a lost and condemned 

person.” Not a mildly confused person. Not a basically decent person in need of guidance. Lost and 

condemned. And He has done it “not with gold or silver, but with His holy, precious blood and with 

His innocent suffering and death.” 

Romans 5 is the announcement that God’s love has been demonstrated at the cross. The proof of 

God’s love is not your improvement. It is Christ crucified for sinners who now have peace. 

 

Matthew 9:35–10:8, (9–23) 

Matthew tells us that Jesus went throughout all the cities and villages, teaching, proclaiming the 

Gospel of the kingdom, and healing every disease and every affliction. Then He sees the crowds. 

That is already mercy. Jesus sees them. The crowds are “harassed and helpless, like sheep without a 

shepherd.” The phrase does not flatter us. The people are not described as spiritually curious 

consumers, vibrant seekers, or untapped ministry potential. They are torn, thrown down, exposed, 

and shepherdless. 

And the Lord’s compassion is not sentiment. His compassion moves. He sends. 

“The harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are few; therefore pray earnestly to the Lord of the harvest 

to send out laborers into his harvest.” 

Notice the order. The mission begins with prayer. The harvest belongs to God. The laborers are 

sent by God. The authority is Christ’s. The message is given: “The kingdom of heaven is at hand.” 

Then Jesus calls the twelve and gives them authority over unclean spirits and diseasesThey are sent 

ones. Their authority is not native to them. It is received from Christ. 
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The names of the twelve are wonderfully undignified in their honesty. Peter, who will deny. Thomas, 

who will doubt. Matthew, the tax collector. Judas, who will betray Him. This is not exactly the 

dream team one would assemble after consulting the latest leadership manual. Yet Christ sends 

them. 

There is Gospel in that.  

“Proclaim as you go, saying, ‘The kingdom of heaven is at hand.’ Heal the sick, raise the dead, 

cleanse lepers, cast out demons.” 

The kingdom comes as gift and invasion. Sickness, death, uncleanness, and demons are not politely 

advised. They are driven back. The reign of God arrives in Christ and is announced by His sent 

ones. 

“You received without paying; give without pay.” 

That sentence should be carved over every pulpit and every church budget meeting. The Church did 

not purchase Christ, and it must not sell Him. 

The Church is sent into weakness with Christ’s authority, Christ’s message, and Christ’s Spirit. 

That is enough. 
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KEY GREEK WORDS IN CONTEXT 

MATTHEW 9:35–10:8 

 

1. ἐσπλαγχνίσθη — esplanchnisthē 

Usually translated: “He had compassion” 

“When He saw the crowds, He had compassion for them.” 

The verb comes from σπλάγχνα, the inward parts, the bowels, the seat of deep feeling in ancient 

thought. This is not shallow pity. It is visceral mercy. It is compassion that moves from the depths. 

In the Gospels, this word often marks the mercy of Jesus in action. He does not merely observe 

suffering. He is moved toward it. 

This is mercy with legs. Christ’s compassion teaches, heals, feeds, sends, and finally goes to the 

cross. 

 

2. ἐσκυλμένοι — eskylmenoi 

Usually translated: “harassed” 

“Because they were harassed and helpless.” 

The word can carry the sense of being troubled, distressed, mangled, flayed, or worn down. In 

ancient usage, it could suggest rough treatment or being badly handled. 

The crowds are not merely busy or irritated. They are spiritually battered, worn, and exposed. Jesus 

sees people who have been worked over by sin, death, false shepherds, and the devil. 

The modern world would prefer “overextended.” Jesus sees more deeply. Harassed. 
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3. ἐρριμμένοι — errimmenoi 

Usually translated: “helpless” 

“Harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd.” 

The word comes from a verb meaning to throw, cast down, or lay low. It can suggest being thrown 

aside, abandoned, or prostrate. 

This helps the English “helpless.” It is not mere inconvenience. These are sheep cast down and 

exposed. They cannot shepherd themselves. 

That is why the Gospel is not advice. Advice is for the capable. The Gospel is for the cast down. 

 

4. θερισμός — therismos 

Usually translated: “harvest” 

“The harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are few.” 

In an agrarian world, harvest meant urgency, abundance, labor, and dependence on timing. Harvest 

is not theoretical. When the grain is ready, delay means loss. 

Jesus uses the word for the mission field but notice whose harvest it is: “the Lord of the harvest.” 

The field belongs to God. The crop belongs to God. The laborers are sent by God. 

This protects mission from vanity and panic. The Church is not owner of the harvest. It is sent into 

it. 

 

5. ἐκβάλῃ — ekbalē 

Usually translated: “send out” 
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“Pray earnestly to the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into His harvest.” 

The verb ἐκβάλλω can mean to cast out, drive out, throw out, or send out forcefully. It is the same 

broad verb used for casting out demons. 

Here it gives force to the sending. The Lord does not merely suggest that laborers wander toward 

the field if their schedules allow. He thrusts them out. 

The mission is not casual religious volunteering. It is divine dispatch. 

 

6. ἐξουσίαν — exousian 

Usually translated: “authority” 

“He gave them authority over unclean spirits.” 

The word ἐξουσία means authority, right, power, jurisdiction, or delegated rule. In ancient legal and 

political usage, it was not mere energy or influence. It was authorized power to act. 

The disciples do not possess this in themselves. Jesus gives it. Their authority is derivative, received, 

and bound to His command. 

This matters because the Church’s mission is not powered by personality, technique, or institutional 

confidence. Christ gives authority. Christ sends. Christ’s Word does the work. 
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SERMON 

MATTHEW 9:35–10:8 

 

Friends in Christ, grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 

“When He saw the crowds, He had compassion for them, because they were harassed and helpless, 

like sheep without a shepherd.” 

That is what Jesus sees. He sees people with no compass. Worn down, exposed, and unable to save 

themselves. 

The old Adam and Eve is us would prefer a more flattering diagnosis. We would rather be called 

complex, searching, resilient, misunderstood, or “on a journey.” We are less fond of harassed and 

helpless. It sounds too dependent. Too needy. Too close to the truth, actually. 

But the Gospel does not begin by flattering us. It begins by seeing us rightly. Christ sees the 

exhaustion beneath the competence, the fear beneath the anger, the guilt beneath the performance, 

the loneliness beneath the noise, the sinner beneath the respectable clothing. 

And He has compassion. 

This compassion is not the soft sigh of someone who feels badly for a moment and then returns to 

rearranging the furniture of his own life. Christ’s compassion moves on the sinner. He teaches. He 

proclaims. He heals. He sends. 

“The harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are few; therefore pray earnestly to the Lord of the 

harvest.” 

Notice the order. The first command is not panic over the impending harvest. It is prayer. The 

harvest belongs to God, not to the pastor, the congregation, the denomination, the clever, the 

anxious, the strategic, or the loud. The Church does not recruit itself into the kingdom. It is sent. 
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Then Jesus calls the twelve. And if one were founding a movement to save the world, these are not 

the movers and shakers one would choose. Peter will deny Him. Thomas will doubt. Matthew is a 

tax collector. James and John have ambition enough for a small empire. Judas will betray Him. This 

list of apostles is not a tribute to human potential. It is a monument to divine mercy. 

Christ sends men who need the very mercy they are sent to proclaim. He does not send angels with 

polished wings and perfect résumés. He sends sinners. He puts the Gospel into cracked pots. 

And He gives them authority. It is not their own. They do not go because their mission plan is ready 

after a dozen revisions. They go because Christ sends them. The Church speaks, not to preserve 

itself, market itself, prove itself, or become the religious wing of whatever left or right wing cause 

happens to be fashionable. The Church speaks because Christ sees sheep without a shepherd. 

“Proclaim as you go, saying, ‘The kingdom of heaven is at hand.’” 

The kingdom of heaven is at hand because the word of the Gospel is at hand. 

In Christ, mercy has come near. Forgiveness has come near. Life has come near to the dead, 

cleansing to the unclean, deliverance to the possessed, and healing to the sick. 

Then Jesus says, “You received without paying; give without pay.” 

There is the death of religious commerce. The Gospel is not for sale. Christ is not merchandise. 

Forgiveness is not a subscription plan. The Church is not a vendor of religious goods and services. 

It is the sent mouth of the Shepherd, giving away what it received for nothing. 

And what have you received? 

Everything. You have received mercy while harassed and helpless. Forgiveness while still sinners. 

Peace while still afraid. Life while dead in trespasses. You have received the Shepherd who laid 

down His life for the sheep. All of this, you have received in your baptism, the absolution, the 

Lord’s Supper. 

That is where this text goes. It goes to the cross. There the Shepherd becomes the Lamb. The One 

who sees the harassed and helpless is Himself harassed, struck, mocked, stripped, nailed, and lifted 
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up. The One who heals every disease bears the sickness of sin. The One who raises the dead enters 

death – for you. 

And on the third day, He rises. 

So hear first not the command to go, but the compassion of Christ. He sees you. Not the projected 

version, not the church version, not the polished version, not the version that says, “I’m fine,” 

because explaining otherwise would take too long. 

He sees you. And He has compassion. The Shepherd has come for the sheep. The Physician has 

come for the sick. The Savior has come for sinners. The risen Lord has come for the dead. 

And having received freely, you may give freely. Because in Christ Jesus you are free. 

Amen. 
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PROPER 7 

COMMENTARIES ON THE LESSONS 

 

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

 

 

GENESIS 21:8–21 

Genesis 21 is not polite family religion. It is a hard story, full of laughter, jealousy, rivalry, rejection, 

and wilderness. Isaac, the child of promise, is weaned. A feast is held. But Sarah sees Ishmael 

laughing, and the household cracks open. 

“Cast out this slave woman with her son.” 

There is no way to make that sentence gentle. Hagar and Ishmael are sent away with bread and 

water, and soon the wilderness does what wilderness does. The water is gone. The child is placed 

under a bush. Hagar sits at a distance because she cannot bear to watch him die. 

This is one of Scripture’s most painful images of helplessness: a mother unable to save her child. 

But God hears. 

That is the turn. “God heard the voice of the boy.” The boy in the wilderness. The cast-out one. 

The one for whom there appears to be no future. 

The angel of God calls to Hagar: “Fear not, for God has heard the voice of the boy where he is.” 

“…where he is.” God does not hear an idealized Ishmael. He hears the child in the wilderness, 

under the bush, at the point of death. 

Then God opens Hagar’s eyes, and she sees a well of water. 

This is not the central covenant line in the way Isaac is. The promise goes through Isaac. But God’s 

mercy is not stingy. He preserves Ishmael. He hears the afflicted. He gives water in the wilderness. 
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Luther’s catechetical echo is plain: God gives daily bread even to all people, even apart from our 

worthiness. He gives body and life, food and drink, protection and preservation. And still more 

deeply, this text teaches us that God is not deaf to the cast out. He hears where we are. 

The Gospel here is not that human families are noble. They are often capable of refined cruelty. The 

God of mercy hears in the wilderness and opens eyes to the water He provides. 

 

PSALM 86:1–10, 16–17 

Psalm 86 is the prayer of someone who has stopped pretending. 

“Incline your ear, O Lord, and answer me, for I am poor and needy.” It you I were to complete the 

description, “I am…”, these are not words that would fall easily from our lips!  

That is how faith speaks when it has been stripped of religious fakery and posing. The psalmist does 

not approach God with a portfolio of achievements. He does not say, “Hear me because I deserve 

to be heard.” He says, “I am poor and needy.” 

This is already the death of the old Adam. The old Adam and Eve prefers to be anything except 

needy. They will be spiritual, ethical, busy, insightful, indignant, disciplined, wounded, even heroic. 

But needy? That hits too close to home. 

The psalmist is not ashamed to use this less than flattering self-definition. He calls upon the Lord 

because the Lord is “good and forgiving, abounding in steadfast love to all who call upon” Him. 

That is the ground of prayer: not the worthiness of the one praying, but the mercy of the One 

addressed. 

The psalm also refuses the small gods of anxiety and control. “There is none like you among the 

gods, O Lord.” Every age has its gods. Ours tend to come with screens, metrics, outrage, therapeutic 

slogans, and the promise that with enough management we can avoid being poor and needy. They 

are very busy gods indeed; and, like most idols, entirely useless at the grave! 
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But the Lord hears. The Lord forgives. The Lord is merciful and gracious. The Lord gives strength 

to His servant and saves the child of His maidservant. 

The prayer of Psalm 86 is the prayer of Hagar, the prayer of the baptized, the prayer of every sinner 

who has run out of self-salvation: 

“Turn to me and be gracious to me.” 

And He does. 

 

ROMANS 6:1B–11 

Romans 6 begins with the reflex question the old Adam and Eve always ask when they hear grace: 

“Are we to continue in sin that grace may abound?” The question drips with false piety. 

It is a clever question, in the way sinners are clever when they are trying to preserve themselves. If 

grace forgives sin, why not keep sinning? If the Gospel is free, why not use it as religious 

permission? If Christ has died for sinners, why not let the old life remain comfortably in charge? 

Paul answers with holy violence: 

“By no means!” 

The baptized have died. 

That is the point. Paul says those baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into His death. We were 

buried with Him by baptism into death. 

There is no improving the old self. He is not rehabilitated. He is drowned. 

This is where the Gospel becomes more radical than moralism. Moralism tries to manage the sinner 

from vice to virtue. Grace kills and raises him. In Baptism, Christ’s death becomes your death, and 
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Christ’s resurrection becomes your life. It is no longer you who live but Christ. This is not 

hyperbole. It is an ontological fact. 

“So you also must consider yourselves dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus.” 

Consider yourself as good as dead. And utterly alive. Because of Christ. 

That is not make-believe. It is faith reckoning according to God’s promise rather than according to 

the old evidence. Sin still feels alive because it is. The old Adam and Eve still thrashes about because 

they will not go down without a fight, a life-long fight! The baptized still fail, fear, desire, resent, and 

hide. Yes. But the promise stands: you have been united with Christ in His death and resurrection. 

The promise has been delivered. It is yours. 

Luther’s catechism presses baptism’s daily rhythm: the old Adam is to be drowned by daily 

contrition and repentance, and a new person is to arise to live before God in righteousness and 

purity forever. And what is this if not to trust that the water and the Word delivered to you continue 

to hold you in the grip of grace? 

Romans 6 is not advice for spiritual improvement. It is a death certificate and a resurrection 

announcement. 

I have my baptismal certificate mounted on the wall in my study. It joyfully announces: You have 

died! Your life is in Christ! 

 

Now you may walk as one who has already been buried and raised! 

 

MATTHEW 10:24–39 

Jesus sends His disciples and tells them plainly that the servant is not above the master. If they called 

the master of the house Beelzebul, they will not be especially polite to His servants. 
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So much for the fantasy that faithful Christianity will always be admired if only it is winsome 

enough. 

Jesus does not send His disciples out to gather applause. He sends them into witness. And witness 

means exposure. “Nothing is covered that will not be revealed, or hidden that will not be known.” 

The Word brings things into the open. It reveals Christ, and therefore it reveals the world’s 

resistance to Christ. 

Then comes the command repeated like a bell: “Have no fear.” 

Do not fear slander. 

Do not fear exposure. 

Do not fear those who kill the body. 

Do not fear your smallness. 

This is not because the disciples are untouchable in the ordinary sense. They will suffer. They will be 

hated. They will be dragged before authorities. They will die. Jesus is not selling them religious 

invincibility. 

He is giving them a deeper comfort: “Even the hairs of your head are all numbered.” 

That is lordship down to the smallest detail. The God who sees sparrows fall sees His witnesses. The 

world may regard them as disposable. God does not. 

Then Jesus speaks the hard word about division. He has not come to bring peace, but a sword. That 

does not mean Christ delights in violence. It means His Word divides. It exposes loyalties. It cuts 

through the polite arrangements by which families, societies, and religious communities agree to 

leave sin unnamed and Christ unconfessed. 

The Gospel brings peace with God, but not always peace with the world, to put it mildly. 

“Whoever finds his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life for my sake will find it.” 
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There is the cross. Discipleship will not insulate or preserve the old life. The self will not remain 

sovereign when Jesus Lord. The baptized life is cruciform: death and resurrection, loss and gift, 

confession and promise. 

This text is severe, but it is not merciless. Jesus is not frightening His disciples away. He is telling the 

truth because He is sending them with His Word. And His Word is two-edged sword of truth.  

The one who sends them goes ahead of them to the cross, loses His life, and finds it again in 

resurrection. And there is life: for them, for us, for the fearful, for the failing, for those who confess 

Him with trembling lips when the world is breaking. 
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KEY GREEK WORDS IN CONTEXT 

MATTHEW 10:24–39 

 

1. μαθητής — mathētēs 

Usually translated: “disciple” 

“A disciple is not above his teacher.” 

In the ancient world, a μαθητής was a learner, pupil, or adherent attached to a teacher. This was not 

merely someone who gathered information. A disciple learned a way, received instruction, and was 

identified with the teacher. 

That helps the English word “disciple.” Jesus is peaking to those who belong to Him and therefore 

share His life. If the teacher is opposed, the disciples should not expect exemption. 

To be a disciple is to be joined to Christ’s Word, Christ’s way, and Christ’s cross. 

 

2. κύριος — kyrios 

Usually translated: “master” or “lord” 

“Nor a servant above his master.” 

The Greek κύριος can mean lord, master, owner, or one with authority. In ordinary ancient usage, it 

could describe the head of a household or the one who held legal and social authority over servants. 

In Matthew 10, the word underlines authority and belonging. The servant does not outrank the 

master. The disciple does not get a safer path than Christ. 

Jesus is not merely a mentor offering helpful insights. He is Lord. His servants belong to Him, and 

their lives are shaped by His fate. 
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3. φοβηθῆτε — phobēthēte 

Usually translated: “fear” 

“So have no fear of them.” 

The verb φοβέομαι means to fear, be afraid, be alarmed, or show reverence. Ancient usage includes 

both terror before danger and reverent fear before authority or deity. 

In this passage, Jesus repeatedly redirects fear. Do not fear hostile people. Do not fear those who 

can kill the body but cannot kill the soul. Fear God, the One who has ultimate authority over body 

and soul. 

Jesus does not say there will be nothing frightening. He says fear must be reordered. The world may 

threaten the body. God alone is Lord of the whole person. 

Christian courage is not the absence of fear. It is fear placed before the right Lord. 

 

4. ὁμολογήσει — homologēsei 

Usually translated: “will acknowledge” or “will confess” 

“Everyone who acknowledges me before men, I also will acknowledge before my Father.” 

The verb ὁμολογέω literally carries the sense of saying the same thing, agreeing, confessing, declaring 

openly. In legal, public, and religious settings, it could mean to make a public admission or 

confession. 

In Matthew 10, this is open allegiance to Christ before others. It is not private admiration kept safely 

in the inner life. It is public confession. 

This sharpens “acknowledge.” Jesus is speaking of confessing Him openly, especially when that 

confession has cost. The Church’s witness is not to every wind the culture blows. It is confession: 

saying of Christ what Christ has given us to say. 
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5. ἄξιος — axios 

Usually translated: “worthy” 

“Whoever loves father or mother more than me is not worthy of me.” 

The word ἄξιος means worthy, fitting, corresponding in weight or value. In ancient usage, it often 

described what was fitting, deserved, or properly matched to something. 

This can sound like Jesus is demanding that disciples make themselves morally worthy. But in 

context, “worthy of me” concerns allegiance. No earthly love, even the most sacred family bond, 

may become heavier than Christ. 

It is a matter of weight. What weighs more: Christ or the loves by which the old life tries to possess 

us? 

Jesus is not attacking family. He is attacking idolatry, especially when it wears the face of respectable 

love. 

 

6. ψυχή — psychē 

Usually translated: “life” or “soul” 

“Whoever finds his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life for my sake will find it.” 

The Greek ψυχή can mean life, soul, self, or the living person. In ancient usage, it is broader than the 

modern idea of an invisible inner part. It can refer to one’s whole life, personhood, or self. 

This helps us understand the paradox. Jesus is speaking of the one tries to secure, preserve, possess, 

and justify. 
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To “find” one’s life apart from Christ is to lose it. To lose one’s life for Christ’s sake is to receive it 

as gift. The old Adam’s great project is self-preservation. The Gospel ends that project and gives life 

in Christ. 
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Sermon 

Matthew 10:24–39 

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord Jesus Christ. Amen. 

Jesus does not flatter us. That is one of the most merciful things about Him. 

He does not send us out with promises of applause. He does not tell us that faithful witness will 

make us admired, successful, influential, or generally appreciated by reasonable people everywhere. 

He does not suggest that the world is waiting eagerly for the Church, if only the Church can find the 

right tone, brand, strategy, and font. 

He says, “A disciple is not above his teacher, nor a servant above his master.” 

In other words, do not expect better treatment than I receive. 

If they called the master of the house Beelzebul, they will not be especially delicate with the servants. 

That is sobering. It is also freeing. 

The Church spends a great deal of time trying to be liked by people who crucified the Lord of glory. 

This is not one of our more impressive habits. We imagine that if we can only make the faith 

sufficiently attractive, sufficiently useful, sufficiently aligned with the approved anxieties of the age, 

then perhaps the world will stop finding Christ offensive. 

But Jesus tells the truth. The servant is not above the master. 

If Christ is opposed, His Word will be opposed. If Christ is called demonic, His witnesses should 

not be shocked when they are misunderstood, caricatured, dismissed, or hated. 

This is not permission for Christians to become obnoxious and then call the consequences 

persecution. There is no special blessing attached to being insufferable. But it is a warning against 

the fantasy that faithfulness can be made safe. 

Then Jesus says, “Have no fear of them.” 
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He says it again and again. 

“Have no fear.” 

“Do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul.” 

“Fear not, therefore.” 

Why? 

Not because nothing bad can happen. 

That is the cheap comfort of sentimental religion, and Jesus does not deal in cheap comfort. The 

disciples may suffer. They may be slandered. They may be dragged before authorities. Families may 

divide over the Word. Some may die. 

Jesus does not hide this. He is not a salesman concealing the difficult terms in small print. 

He says the worst plainly: they can kill the body. 

That is quite a concession. The world can do real harm. Faith does not make pain imaginary. 

Christian courage is not pretending that suffering does not matter. 

But then Jesus draws the line: they cannot kill the soul. 

The world’s power is real, but it is not ultimate. The persecutor, the critic, the mob, the official, the 

neighbor, the family member, the grave itself — none of them is Lord. They may rage, accuse, 

exclude, mock, threaten, and even kill. But they do not hold the whole person in their hands. 

God does. 

So fear is reordered. 

Do not fear those who can only touch the body. Fear Him who is Lord over body and soul. 

That sounds severe, and it is. But it is also the beginning of freedom. When God is feared above all 

things, the world is demoted. Its threats shrink to size. Its applause loses divinity. Its disapproval 

stops being the final court of appeal. 
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The old Adam lives by the fear of men. He checks the room. He reads the crowd. He studies the 

weather of approval. He asks, “What will they think? What will they say? What will this cost me?” 

Christ says, “Have no fear of them.” 

Then He gives one of the tenderest images in the Gospel. 

“Are not two sparrows sold for a penny? And not one of them will fall to the ground apart from 

your Father.” 

Sparrows are cheap. Barely worth counting in the marketplace. Two for a penny. In Luke, five for 

two pennies, as though the seller throws in an extra sparrow because even the pricing admits how 

little they matter. 

And Jesus says not one falls apart from your Father. 

Not one. 

The smallest creature, the cheapest bird, the unnoticed fall; all of it is held before God. The world 

may not count it. The Father does. 

Then Jesus says, “Even the hairs of your head are all numbered.” 

This is not decorative poetry. This is providence, lordship, down to the smallest detail. God’s care is 

not vague. It is not a general benevolence sprayed over creation like religious mist. It is particular, 

exact, intimate. Like the Word and sacraments. 

You are known. 

So when He says, “Fear not,” He is not giving you a slogan. He is giving you Himself. 

The One who numbers the hairs of your head has counted your sins too, and He has borne them. 

The One who sees the sparrow fall has entered the fall of death itself. The One who tells you to take 

up your cross has carried His cross first. The One who calls you to lose your life has laid down His 

life for the ungodly. 
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And now He is risen. 

That is why the baptized can hear Romans 6 and Matthew 10 together. You have already been 

buried with Christ. You have already died in Him. Your old life has already been judged at the cross. 

Your new life is already hidden in His resurrection. 

What, then, can finally be taken from you? Well, everything. Everything, that is, but the greatest 

most precious thing. Jesus Christ. 

They cannot take Christ. 

And if they cannot take Christ, they cannot take your life. 

So, fear not, beloved baptized ones. 

You are worth more than many sparrows. 

You are known by the Father. 

You are confessed by the Son. 

You are held by the Spirit. 

You are forgiven and have died, and your life is in Christ. 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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PROPER 8 

COMMENTARIES ON THE LESSONS 

 

 

Genesis 22:1-14, Psalm 13, Romans 6:12-23, Matthew 10:40-42 

 

GENESIS 22:1–14 

Genesis 22 is one of the most difficult and holy texts in Scripture. “Take your son, your only son 

Isaac, whom you love… and offer him.” Every word tightens the knife. Isaac is not merely 

Abraham’s child. He is the child of promise. The future of God’s own Word appears to be placed 

on the altar. 

This is not a story about Abraham discovering his inner strength. That would be the usual religious 

vandalism done to the text. It is a story about the God who tests, the promise that seems 

contradicted by God’s own command, and the provision that comes only from the Lord. 

Abraham says to Isaac, “God will provide for himself the lamb.” That sentence carries the whole 

passage. The Lord commands what Abraham cannot finally supply. Then the Lord supplies what He 

commands. 

The ram caught in the thicket is not a reward for Abraham’s moral heroism. It is provision. 

Substitution. Gift. Isaac is spared because another is given. 

Luther’s explanation of the First Commandment presses hard here: “We should fear, love, and trust 

in God above all things.” Genesis 22 asks whether Abraham fears, loves, and trusts God even when 

God’s Word seems to tear away the visible form of the promise. But Luther’s catechism also guards 

us from turning this into a sermon on spiritual achievement. Faith is not confidence in one’s own 

obedience. Faith clings to the God who gives the promise and provides the sacrifice. 
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The Christian reader cannot help but see the deeper movement toward Christ. On Moriah, the 

beloved son is spared and the ram is offered. At Calvary, the beloved Son is not spared. God 

provides the Lamb, and the Lamb is His own Son. 

The Lord will provide. 

That is not a pious slogan. It is the name Abraham gives the place. And finally, that place is the 

cross. 

 

PSALM 13 

Psalm 13 begins where much honest prayer begins: “How long, O Lord? Will you forget me 

forever?” 

That is not unbelief.  You and I know the ache in those questions. That is faith refusing to lie. 

The psalmist does not cover his anguish with religious varnish. He does not say, “Everything is 

fine,” when everything is not fine. He brings the question to God. Four times he asks, “How long?” 

How long will God seem absent? How long will sorrow fill the heart? How long will the enemy be 

exalted? 

This psalm gives the suffering Christian permission to pray without cosmetics. 

The old Adam prefers two lies: either despair, which says God will never hear, or religious 

performance, which pretends there is no anguish. Psalm 13 refuses both. It cries out because it still 

expects God to answer. 

Luther’s explanation of the Lord’s Prayer is useful here. God tenderly invites us to believe that He is 

our true Father and that we are His true children, so that “with all boldness and confidence” we may 

ask Him. Boldness and confidence do not always sound cheerful. Sometimes they sound like, “How 

long, O Lord?” 
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The psalm turns not because the situation is explained, but because the promise is remembered: 

“But I have trusted in your steadfast love; my heart shall rejoice in your salvation.” 

That is the movement of faith. Not from pain to easy answers, but from complaint to trust. The 

psalmist does not climb out of darkness by optimism. He is held by the steadfast love of the Lord. 

“I will sing to the Lord, because he has dealt bountifully with me.” 

Faith sings before all the evidence has been tidied up. Not because suffering is unreal, but because 

God’s mercy is more real still. 

 

ROMANS 6:12–23 

Romans 6 gives no comfort to the fantasy that sin is a harmless personal preference. Sin reigns. Sin 

enslaves. Sin pays wages. And the wages of sin is death. 

Paul does not treat sinners as spiritually neutral consumers choosing between moral options. He 

speaks in terms of dominion and slavery. Either sin rules, or grace rules. Either the old master 

commands, or the new Lord gives life. Deal with it. 

That sounds severe because it is. The old Adam is not an independent citizen. He is a slave who 

likes to call his chains freedom. Sin presents itself as liberty, authenticity, appetite, self-expression, or 

perhaps just “being realistic.” But it pays wages, and the paycheck is always death. 

Then Paul declares the Gospel: “You are not under law but under grace.” This does not mean grace 

leaves sin in charge. Grace is not divine indulgence. Grace is the new dominion of Christ. The 

baptized have been transferred from slavery to sin into life under God. 

Here Luther’s catechism speaks with great clarity. Baptism means that the old Adam in us should, by 

daily contrition and repentance, “be drowned and die with all sins and evil desires,” and that a new 

person should daily emerge and arise. Romans 6 is exactly that: not the improvement of the old 

slave, but his drowning; not sin managed, but sin dethroned; not autonomy, but belonging to Christ. 
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Paul’s final sentence is one of Scripture’s cleanest law/gospel contrasts: “The wages of sin is death, 

but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.” That is not our work. It is God’s 

promise. 

The preacher must not blur that distinction. The old Adam lives by wages, even religious wages. The 

Christian lives by gift. 

 

MATTHEW 10:40–42 

Matthew 10 ends with a promise hidden in ordinary reception and small mercy. “Whoever receives 

you receives me, and whoever receives me receives him who sent me.” 

Jesus has been sending His disciples into danger, rejection, confession, and loss. Now He says that 

those who receive His sent ones receive Him. The messenger is not important because he carries all 

the attributes of success. The messenger is important because of the One who sends him. 

That matters for the Church. The Gospel does not arrive through glamour. It arrives through sent 

mouths, ordinary servants, fallible witnesses, and little ones who belong to Christ. The world may 

ask for religious spectacle. Christ gives a preacher. The world may ask for a brand. Christ gives a 

word. 

Then comes the cup of cold water. 

“Whoever gives one of these little ones even a cup of cold water because he is a disciple… he will by 

no means lose his reward.” 

This is not salvation by beverage! It is Christ’s promise that nothing done in faith toward His little 

ones is forgotten. The kingdom is hidden in the small, the ordinary, the unmarketable. A cup of cold 

water will not trend. It will not build a platform. It will not impress the machinery of public virtue. 

Christ sees it. 

Luther’s explanation of vocation belongs here. God serves the neighbor through ordinary callings 

and small acts of love. Good works do not justify; Christ alone justifies. But faith is never idle. It 
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gives the cup, not to purchase God’s favor, but because the neighbor is there and Christ has already 

given everything. Creation is ours again to tend and care for. 

The point is not that small works are spiritually impressive. The point is that Christ dignifies what 

the world overlooks. He binds Himself to His sent Word and to His little ones. 

The reward is not a wage earned from God. It is the Father’s gracious remembrance of what faith 

does almost without noticing. 
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KEY GREEK WORDS IN CONTEXT 

MATTHEW 10:40–42 

 

1. δεχόμενος — dechomenos 

Usually translated: “receives” 

“Whoever receives you receives me.” 

The verb δέχομαι means to receive, welcome, accept, or take in. In ancient hospitality settings, 

receiving a person was more than acknowledging their existence. It meant welcoming them, granting 

them place, and accepting the relationship or message they bore. 

Jesus, then, is not speaking of casual politeness. To receive His disciples is to welcome them as His 

sent ones and to receive the Word they carry. 

In Matthew 10, reception of the messenger is reception of Christ Himself. The messenger’s 

authority is derivative. The Word comes from the Sender. 

2. ἀποστείλαντά — aposteilanta 

Usually translated: “the one who sent” 

“Whoever receives me receives him who sent me.” 

The verb ἀποστέλλω means to send with commission, authority, or representative purpose. It is the 

root behind “apostle.” In ancient usage, a sent representative could bear the authority of the one 

who sent him. 

Here Jesus speaks of the Father as the One who sent Him. The chain of sending is crucial: the 

Father sends the Son; the Son sends the apostles; those who receive the apostolic Word receive 

Christ and the Father. 
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The Church’s proclamation is not self-authorized religious speech, determined by which way the 

cultural winds are blowing. It is commissioned speech. God’s speech. The Church does not invent 

the Gospel. It is sent with it. 

 

3. προφήτην — prophētēn 

Usually translated: “prophet” 

“The one who receives a prophet because he is a prophet will receive a prophet’s reward.” 

A προφήτης is one who speaks on behalf of God. In biblical usage, the prophet is not mainly a 

predictor of future events, though prophecy may include that. He is one who bears the Word of the 

Lord in and for the here and now. 

In Matthew 10, receiving a prophet means receiving the one who comes with God’s Word, often at 

cost. Prophets are not normally sent to confirm everyone’s favorite illusions! They expose, warn, 

summon, and promise. 

A prophet is a Word-bearer. To receive the prophet is to receive the Word that God sends. 

4. δίκαιον — dikaion 

Usually translated: “righteous person” 

“The one who receives a righteous person because he is a righteous person will receive a righteous 

person’s reward.” 

The word δίκαιος means righteous, just, upright, or one who stands in right relation according to 

God’s will. In Matthew, righteousness is life ordered under God’s reign. 

Here the “righteous person” likely refers to one who belongs to God and lives as His servant. 

Receiving such a one is not admiration for moral polish, but recognition of God’s work and Word. 

The righteous one is one marked by God’s claim and promise. 
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5. μικρῶν — mikrōn 

Usually translated: “little ones” 

“Whoever gives one of these little ones even a cup of cold water…” 

The word μικρός means small, little, insignificant, or lowly. It can refer to children, the socially 

unimpressive, or those of little status. In Matthew’s Gospel, “little ones” often carries the sense of 

humble believers or vulnerable disciples. 

Jesus is identifying those who are lowly, unimpressive, vulnerable, and easily overlooked. 

The kingdom is hidden among little ones. The world measures importance upward. Christ locates 

Himself downward. 

6. μισθὸν — misthon 

Usually translated: “reward” 

“He will by no means lose his reward.” 

The word μισθός can mean wage, pay, recompense, or reward. In ordinary ancient usage, it could 

refer to payment owed for labor. But in Matthew’s theological context, “reward” must be heard 

under grace, not as a transaction with God. 

Jesus is not teaching that a cup of water purchases salvation. The broader Gospel rejects that 

nonsense. Rather, He promises that the Father remembers even the smallest act done in faith toward 

Christ’s own. 

The reward is not a wage that puts God in our debt. It is gracious recognition within the kingdom of 

gift. 
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SERMON 

MATTHEW 10:40–42 

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord Jesus Christ. Amen. 

Jesus ends this section of Matthew 10 with something very small. A cup of cold water. 

After all the severity that comes before it, that should surprise us. Jesus has spoken of persecution, 

fear, confession, division, the sword, the cross, losing one’s life, finding one’s life. He has stripped 

away every cheerful fantasy that discipleship is a harmless religious hobby for well-adjusted people. 

And then He speaks of a cup of cold water. 

“Whoever gives one of these little ones even a cup of cold water because he is a disciple, truly, I say 

to you, he will by no means lose his reward.” 

The kingdom of God has a strange way of hiding in small things, like water, bread and wine. 

We would have preferred something more impressive. We usually do. If we are going to speak of 

serving Christ, we tend to imagine the large, visible, measurable thing. Something with a name, a 

committee, a budget, a logo, perhaps a promotional video.  

But Jesus gives us a cup of cold water. 

Not because smallness is romantic, but because Christ is free to hide His kingdom where the world 

sees almost nothing at all. His ways are, indeed, not ours. 

That is how this passage works. Jesus says, “Whoever receives you receives me, and whoever 

receives me receives him who sent me.” The disciples are not welcomed because of personal 

brilliance, religious charisma, or institutional grandeur. They are received because Christ sends them. 

Congregations who call pastors, take heed. 

The messenger is hidden under ordinariness. Christ is hidden under the messenger. The Father is 

hidden under the Son. The kingdom is hidden under the Word. 
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This is unbearable to the old Adam and Eve, who prefers religion with visible weight. They like 

spectacle, reputation, platforms, influence, applause, and all the little golden calves that can be 

manufactured from public approval. He is willing to serve, provided someone notices. He is willing 

to be humble, provided humility becomes part of his résumé. 

But Christ speaks of little ones and cold water. That is the death of spiritual showmanship. 

The Church must hear this carefully. Jesus does not despise the messenger. He dignifies the 

messenger by binding him to the Sender. “Whoever receives you receives me.” That means the 

Church’s proclamation is not valuable because the preacher is impressive. It is valuable because 

Christ has attached Himself to His Word. 

This is why the Church cannot improve upon the Gospel by making it more fashionable. The 

Church is sent, not self-invented. It bears a Word, not a product. It receives its authority from 

Christ, not from the mood of the age. 

You may want the Church to become more useful, more relevant, more entertaining, more 

therapeutic, more flattering, more careful not to mention sin, judgment, repentance, blood, cross, 

and resurrection. The old sinner in us is always generous with advice for the Church, most of it 

amounting to this: stop being the Church. 

But the Church is not sent to offer religious decoration to the age. It is sent to speak Christ. 

And whoever receives that Word receives Christ. 

That is either comfort or judgment, depending on what one wants from God. 

For the sinner who knows his need, it is comfort beyond measure. Christ still comes through human 

mouths. Christ still sends His Gospel into houses, hospitals, prisons, nursing homes, kitchens, 

funeral parlors, pulpits, and the strange little rooms where people finally stop lying to themselves. 

But for the old Adam who wants religion without the Word, church without Christ, and mercy 

without repentance, this is judgment. To reject the sent Word is not merely to dislike a messenger. 

Jesus will not allow that evasion. “Whoever receives you receives me.” 



 82 

The cup of cold water matters not because it is impressive, but because Christ sees the little ones. 

He sees those the world overlooks. He sees the prophet no one wants to hear, the righteous one no 

one rewards, the disciple who seems insignificant, the suffering neighbor, the tired child, the lonely 

widow, the frightened sinner, the cast-off and the small. 

He sees them because He became one of them. 

That is the Gospel beneath this text. Christ did not come as the world’s impressive religious 

celebrity. He came lowly. He came receivable and rejectable. He came as the sent Son of the Father. 

He came hungry, thirsty, weary, opposed, slandered, and finally crucified. 

At the cross, the world gave Him vinegar. He gives living water. 

At the cross, the little ones were scattered. He gathered them by His death. 

At the cross, the righteous One was treated as sinner. He made sinners righteous by His blood. 

And on the third day, the rejected messenger was raised as Lord. 

So, now even the smallest act of mercy done in His name is gathered into His kingdom. Not because 

it earns Him. Because it belongs to Him. 

A cup of cold water is not much. But neither was a manger. Neither were a handful of fishermen. 

Neither is water joined to a Word. Neither is bread and wine. Neither was a crucified man between 

thieves. 

God has always enjoyed hiding His glory under what the world calls insignificant. 

So, dearly beloved, receive the Word Christ sends. Receive the mercy He gives. Receive the little 

ones who belong to Him. And, having received everything freely, give freely. 

Not to purchase reward. Because the kingdom is gift. 

And Christ promises that even the cup of cold water will not be forgotten. 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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A HYMN FOR THE WAVERING CHURCH 

Text: Pastor Mark Anderson Tune: 87.87.66.66.7  A Mighty Fortress Is Our God 

1 
The risen Christ has called us out, 
though fear still bars the doorway; 
He speaks His peace against our doubt 
and sends us on His sure way. 
No strength have we to stand, 
no virtue in our hand; 
yet Christ, who died for sin, 
has breathed His Spirit in: 
His Word creates the living. 

2 
The Law has named our hidden death, 
our works, our pride, our trying; 
it strips us down to borrowed breath 
and leaves old Adam dying. 
No ladder reaches grace, 
no will can seek God’s face; 
but Christ descends to save, 
goes with us to the grave, 
and raises us forgiven. 

3 
In water, Word, and wounded bread, 
the Lord gives what He promises; 
He feeds the hungry from the dead, 
and silences our falsehoods. 
The sinner hears release, 
the guilty taste His peace; 
not earned, achieved, or won, 
but given through the Son: 
the Gospel does its speaking. 

4 
So send us, Lord, with empty hands, 
yet full of Your forgiving; 
to speak where accusation stands, 
to raise the dead to living. 
Let every boast be slain, 
let Christ alone remain; 
till all our fear is past 
and faith beholds at last 
the Word who keeps us singing. 
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