New Year’s Verse, Part 4

How to Go on Missions
Matthew 10:1-15

Dear brothers and sisters, the disciples go out to preach the gospel while Jesus is still with them. He could do it much better than they. But Jesus wants missions to start during his life. Not as an emergency solution in his absence, but directly by his command and decision. That means that missions is one of the fundamental characteristics of the church and of the Christian faith. Missions is not caused by a crisis when Jesus leaves and must be somehow replaced. Missions is not a reaction to the church growing smaller. Missions is part of the church, just as charity, theology, prayers or the Lord’s Supper.


Our today’s text from the gospel was written at a time of a great thriving of pagan missions. Most Jews did not accept Christ and would have nothing to do with the church. But Matthew does not give up. He reminds his readers, courageously, that Jesus came for Israel in the first place: for those who mostly rejected him and eventually silenced him. It is important nowadays to do mission work among native tribes, drug addicts or in the Muslim world—in places where the gospel is different, new and unknown. Following Jesus’s example, however, it is also necessary to go to one’s own family, where everyone knows me and where I have no chance of stunning anyone with something new. The “lost sheep” of Israel: our distant relatives and friends, who have lost contact with the church, who don’t have the courage to open up to God. These are the people for whom we are responsible. We must not give up on their faith.

But why should the gospel be spread by home visits? Wouldn’t it have been faster and more convenient, even back then, if Jesus wrote down his words and others would copy them and spread them over the world? Back then writing was the privilege of a narrow circle of learned and wealthy men. Jesus had no intention of creating an elite. It was his goal that the gospel would reach even the very last and the very least person. That’s why he sends his disciples to every village. Every person is important to him. Only a personal meeting can guarantee that no one will be forgotten. In a similar way philosophical ideas were spread in Jesus’ times. The teacher would gather his disciples and they would spread his teaching as traveling promoters of his ideas. These, however, were professionals who made their living by teaching and philosophizing, and we can guess that there were many cunning frauds among them, as well as true thinkers.


The New Year’s verse of our church wants to emphasize in what ways the apostles should be different. It seems Jesus has an image of those traveling philosophers in his mind who go from town to town carrying their bags and sap money from simple people in exchange for their wisdom. They made use of their rhetorical skills and showed people how stupid they are. Their goal, however, was not to help them but to make money. That’s what their bags were for: for money and gifts from people.

A Christian missionary carries no bag. His goal is not to earn money. The gospel is not business but a gift. We can give it, not profit from it. Put in today’s words, we could say that missions should not be done by professionals but by ordinary people. An ordinary person who has his or her job and does not earn a living by persuading people. Missions must be an expression of genuine interest and love for the other person. I know from my own experience that even the best sermon of the smartest preacher will never have such a powerful effect as a sincere prayer and a spontaneous testimony of an ordinary person. People seek authentic faith, not professional argument. Let’s not be ashamed to talk about God very naturally – at work, among friends, in the family. You don’t have to know how to do it. It is enough to trust God and live with Him daily.


On the other hand, we must not talk about it all the time! The worst we can do is to make people fed up with faith by constant reproaches and reminders. Faith needs free space. It must not feel like duty. There are moments, though, when it is important to say clearly: “God helped me. Prayer gave me strength. The Bible showed me the way. I experienced joy among believers. I made a big mistake in my life but God has forgiven me.” Such an ordinary, spontaneous testimony will open human hearts and will touch even those who would have nothing to do with the church.


The apostles differ from traveling philosophers also in another thing. They don’t try to find the most comfortable situation. They don’t walk around looking for the wealthiest and most comfortable home. The apostle is to stay in any house where he is welcome, even if they gave him just a piece of bread and nothing more. In today’s context, this means that the Christian missionary should not choose and carefully select his audience but should speak to those whom he happens to meet. There are people who seem to be more open to the gospel, for example those who are in a crisis, who are sick, lonely, emotionally hurt etc. There are mission organizations which focus specifically on such groups because that’s where they smell success. Such mission is not genuine and true, even if it has seemingly good results. It is only a targeted marketing campaign. The reason for missions is not to be successful and to get as many new members as possible, but to pass on to other people what I have received myself. God doesn’t need people to be weak, exhausted or confused to touch their hearts. What determines whether or not our listeners will believe is not their psychological condition but God’s love and grace, which is ever independent of outward circumstances.

The third distinguishing mark of Christian missionaries is the freedom with which they offer faith. They offer, they do not impose. Jesus says, if they don’t accept you, go to another house. Never think: I must persuade this person at any cost. Missions is not about persuading people but about not leaving your faith be idle. Most people hate it when they realize that they have become the object of your efforts and care. The contrary must be made clear: If you believe, it will be your decision and yours only, no interest or need of mine. The worst Christians are those who keep pressing and pushing and make it very clear how important it is for them that the other person believes. Such people will sometimes keep from believing even those who would like to believe, or they make believers feel manipulated and abused afterward.


Jesus further advises the disciples to shake off the dust from their clothes at places where they will not be accepted. By that gesture the Jews symbolically shook off the influence of the world upon returning home, so as not to be impacted by it. In other words: If you are rejected, don’t let yourself be discouraged and don’t give up on further ministry.” We must not be discouraged when we are rejected or misunderstood. There is no guarantee that it has to be me who will be used as God’s tool by which the heart of a specific person will be opened. Others will come after me, there will be new opportunities and new chances. Nothing is lost yet. God has many other options and tools how to reach people’s hearts.

Some people just need more time, or they are very different personalities from me. Where parents fail, friends may often succeed. Where preachers fail, coworkers at work may succeed. Where elders fail, strangers may succeed. When someone does not accept my testimony, it does not mean that I am doing or saying something wrong. We must get up and go on, to new people and new possibilities, to serve patiently further.


Finally let us notice how many details there are in God’s Word about the external marks of missions and how very little is said about its content. We, evangelical Christians, do the opposite. We are worried by what to say and how to say it. We fear that we don’t know how to do it, that we don’t know how to answer people’s questions and explain everything. Certainly, the content of our testimony about God is important, but our text spends also a lot of time on the external aspects of missions and the church. Today we would call this nonverbal communication, and it seems that it is just as important as communication by words. Our sermons and services may be faultless in their content but if people meet with a cold shoulder and indifference, they will never come back. Or if someone just wants to convince others of his opinions without listening to the other people, even if he was right, he will not gain anyone. If someone offers the gospel as a way to success and easy life, many sober and rational people will turn away. If we only sing old songs, we will seem, unwittingly, as merely lovers of old times. If all worship service is performed by one person, it will seem to be a one man show. If we talk just to those who we already know, it will look like we are not interested in anyone else. All these little things often determine if someone will be or will not be saved. I exaggerate this on purpose. I want us to realize that the external things of our church and of every individual’s mission are extremely important. We should not pretend; the point is to let faith and joy of God’s presence be expressed – in my face and gestures, in my behavior, in my attitude to others. Loving my neighbor means also to be interested in the person who is at the margins and to offer my friendship. Such testimony without words works as a prelude and opens—or closes—human hearts to the gospel. Let us ask the Lord’s help:
Lord Jesus Christ, we pray that our life and behavior would radiate your gospel: love, joy, gratefulness and humility. Help us not to miss the opportunities which you are preparing for us to be your witnesses and bring others on your way.
Amen.
