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SERMON PART I 

The Lectionary Gospel lesson for this Sunday picks up the ending verses 
of Chapter 9, realizing that, despite the chapter break, they really go with 

the topic at the beginning of Matthew chapter 10. But that ends up with 
such a long reading that I broke up both the reading and my sermon into 

2 parts. 

The Greek word "ekklesia," is used 115 times in the New Testament. In 

most English bibles it is translated as "church." Ecclesia literally means 
“Called out ones”, deriving from 2 root terms: “ecc” in Greek means “out” 

like when we see exit signs; kaleo is the verb that means “call.”   ekklesia  

was originally used for the general assembly of Athenians who 
participated in that democracy. When the Jewish scriptures were 

translated from Hebrew into the Greek Septuagint around 280 B.C., the 
word ekklesia was used as a replacement of the Hebrew word for the 

"congregation of Israel." In the New Testament, ecclesia is used for the 

body of believers. We ended up with English translations that say 
“church”, except 3 times in Acts 19 where ekklesia is properly translated 

as "assembly" because it refers to a gathering in the public square in 

Ephesus.  

The Greek word “kuriakos” which means “belonging to the Lord” only 

appears in the New Testament two times: in I Corinthians 11:20 where it 

refers to “the Lord’s supper,” and again in Revelation 1:10 where it 
speaks of “the Lord’s day.” But our English word for church traces its 

origin back to the Greek phrase, kūrikón oikía which meant “the Lord’s 
house.” In the Middle Ages, the Greek term for “house of worship” was 

shortened to kūrkón. Which got loaned to West Germanic as kirika and 

eventually to Old English as cirice – in Scottish it’s a kirk. So “church” 

actually does refer to the building, or gathering place of Christians.  

Early Quakers refused to call the buildings where they met “churches” 

because of the translation of ekklesia in the NT as “church”, which meant 

the people, not a building. The Quakers instead called a building designed 
for Christian worship a “steeplehouse” or a “meeting house.” The place 

where I had my previous Interim Pastorate was at a lovely historic edifice 
on Main Street in Somesville on Mt. Desert Island named “Somesville 

Union Meeting House.” So, a church building is the Lord’s House if we go 
back to the Greek kūrikón oikía. But if we’re talking about ecclesia, then 

we’re talking about the people who are the church, the ones who are 

called out by God.  

From the NT on, the Christian church has had a strong sense of being 
called by God. Called out of ordinary life or an ordinary cultural 
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perspective on life and commissioned or charged or sent out to say and 
do the work of the Lord. Unfortunately, this sense of “calling” into service 

has too often been narrowly interpreted as someone becoming a minister 
or a missionary. But all the body of Christ, the whole family of faith, are 

the ecclesia, the ones called out to serve. This has been true since the 

first followers of Jesus were called out and sent in service – the guys we 

just heard about who later became known as apostles.  

Some Bibles have section titles added by the publisher. The NIV has a 

caption “Jesus Sends Out the Twelve” to begin Matthew chapter 10. The 
NRSV does a little better, captioning chapter 10 verse 5 as “The Mission 

of the 12”.  Eugene Peterson’s The Message summarizes the beginning of 

Matthew 10 as “The 12 Harvest Hands”.  MSG translates verse 1 as 
saying “Jesus called 12 of his followers and sent them in to the ripe 

fields.” And that’s the crux of what it means to be the church, the 
ecclesia. The ones called individually by Jesus and sent out to work on his 

behalf.  

Verses 9:35-38. Matthew reports that Jesus has assumed the role of a 

prophet, traveling through villages and towns, teaching, proclaiming, and 
curing. The "crowds" Jesus ministers to would not be the civic leaders or 

wealthy landowners, but peasants. The essential workers of the time  

were taken for granted, overworked and underpaid, beneath the notice of 
political or religious leaders, the ones who invested in the stock market. 

So Jesus employs the image of sheep without a shepherd. And then the 
metaphor shifts to a crop without harvesters. The crowds belong to the 

Lord of the Harvest, they are not nobodies, even if the Upper Class 

doesn’t value them God does. But workers are needed to be sent out to 

them. Pray for harvest hands! Jesus tells his followers.  

And beware. There is a tendency that when we pray to God for 

something, God says back, Okay then, I’ll show you how you can become 
at least part of the answer to your own prayer. Sure enough, that’s 

exactly what happens as the story continues into chapter 10. 

Verses 10:1-4. Jesus picks 12 of his followers, his disciples, calling them 

out individually by name, and sends them out to be the harvest workers. 
Originally Jesus authorizes the 12 disciples only to cure by giving them 

authority over the unclean spirits that are the source of illness, and what 
The Message says “to tenderly care for the bruised and hurt lives.” But by 

verses 7-8, they are to proclaim the Good News as well as to provide 

healing. Picking out 12 disciples parallels and symbolizes the 12 tribes of 
Israel, or the whole of God’s congregation, not just some. The 12 come 

from varied backgrounds – 2 sets of brothers who used to be fishermen – 
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Simon Peter & Andrew, James and John who were Zebedee’s sons. 
Matthew, a recent follower was a tax man; Simon was a Zealot or rebel. 

Jesus even picked Judas, someone who would betray him in the end. This 
is a model for the ecclesia, the people of God. We are all chosen, called 

by name, and sent out, commissioned, to the harvest fields, to do the 

Lord’s work. We don’t really know what we’re doing, we’re certainly 
imperfect, but in the eyes of the Lord, we’re exactly right to represent the 

righteousness of God to the world. 

*********************** 

SERMON PART II 

Matt 10 Verses 5-6. Like those first 12, we’re called and sent out, but 

we don’t really know what we’re doing. In verses 5-6, Jesus instructs the 
12 not to go outside of the Jewish people Israel. Eugene Peterson’s The 

Message paraphrases: “Don’t begin by traveling to some far-off place to 
convert unbelievers. And don’t try to be dramatic by tackling some public 

enemy.” This is a caution not to try to go too far out, to take on too 

much, especially before you’re ready. Too many Christians are anxious 
that God’s will is to make them go somewhere or do something they are 

really not suited for. But basically, we’re supposed to start where we’re 
at. There are "lost sheep" – people who are confused and troubled and 

hopeless all around us.  

Verses 7-8. This is when Jesus authorizes his followers to proclaim the 

Good News as well as to bring health. To "proclaim" has the force of 
creating a new social order  - like when a President or King declares a 

new law, like the Civil Rights Legislation of the 1960s. Jesus is not simply 

sending out sound bites with no substance. This is a new era, the 
Kingdom of Heaven, that is upon them. Jesus send the 12 out into the 

countryside. Go speak to the average Joe and Jane, they need leadership. 

They’ve been used up and ripped off – be generous and giving to them.  

Verses 9-11. Jesus then instructs those whom he has called and is 

sending out to serve on how to live as itinerants, what to expect, and 

how to handle difficulties. His followers would only have known village life 
in northern Israel, a tribal culture where you relied on family and kin for 

sustenance. The 12 disciples would have no clue about the social realities 
of being an "outsider." So Jesus tells them to travel light, don’t carry too 

much baggage. And although the natural human tendency is to take care 

of ourselves, Jesus had a mindset that the generous God, the same one 
who provides for the lilies of the field and the birds of the air, would 

provide for those being sent out. Jesus teaches them to rely on modest 

hospitality and to be content with whatever is shared with them.  
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Verses 12-15. In these verses, Jesus tells his disciples how to receive 
hospitality from strangers when it is offered; and how to react when it is 

not. Peterson’s The Message is too modest here, because he says to 
quietly withdraw and not make a scene. Other translations say that if 

their message is not received, to shake the dust off your feet as you 

leave.  Contrary to the image of gentle Jesus, meek and mild, shaking 
the dust off your feet was actually the equivalent of "giving them the one 

finger salute as you leave."  Shaking the dust of your feet was a rude 
expression for rude treatment, so I don’t think Peterson has it right that 

you’re supposed to quietly, unobtrusively withdraw, but rather to call out 

the person as you depart.  

Verse 16 offers common sense advice that just because you are doing 
God's work doesn’t grant immunity from the faults and failings of human 

nature. You’re a sheep, but not always beside some gentle stream like 
the 23rd Psalm – sometimes you’ll be in a pack of wolves. Jesus is 

basically saying, don’t be stupid, don’t be naïve. Be as sneaky as a snake, 

as gentle as a dove.  

Verse 17-20. These verses seem to deal more with what would happen 
later to Jesus and his followers than what was happening at that time. 

Matthew was writing from the perspective of a church on the run, facing 

persecution from both Jews and Romans, feeling like outcasts, so this 
was an important message. Forecasting later experiences of being 

unjustly jailed or harassed by law enforcement assures Jesus’ followers: 

1. Opposition is not a sign of failure or proof that Jesus was not 

trustworthy as a leader.  
2. Paradoxically, getting arrested may be the only way you will have a 

chance to speak to the ruling class, so testify.  
3. Don't worry about what you will say - God's Spirit will speak 

through you, the right words will come to you. 

Verses 21-22. Truly following Jesus will bring disruption even among 

friends and family. Don’t give up, don’t quit teaching and healing. Keep 
on showing God’s love even when the reaction you get is hate. You may 

lose your family on earth, your family by birth, but followers of Jesus will 

become your new family.  

Verse 23 is another paradox. Fleeing persecution is an occasion for 
ensuring that their testimony is taken to other towns and cities. The 

Message translates that it’s not success you’re after, but just surviving, 

making it through. The reference to the arrival of the "Son of Man" seems 
like something Matthew inserted here as a comment for his own 
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community during the time of persecution following Jesus' death and 
resurrection. It’s out of context with sending out of the 12, because that 

wasn’t a prelude to the coming of the Son of Man. 

But I want to dwell more on the concept of being “called out.” Because 
calling out someone, according to the urban dictionary, is language for 

holding someone accountable, for not letting someone’s behavior or 

actions slide. There’s a lot of “calling out” going on in our society. People 
are called out for racist comments or actions, called out for sexist 

comments and actions, called out for white privilege and especially for 
white male privilege. Things that we used to let pass, or let people get 

away with, individuals are standing up and saying No, you can’t go 

around saying that or acting that way and get away with it. No, You can’t 
continue to do that. It’s morally wrong. And I’m going to say something 

about it. Because silence equals complicity.  

An article by Jessica Wildfire from Feb. 2019 discussed “How and When to  

Call Someone Out: What parrhesia tells us about speaking up for 
yourself”. Wildfire referenced Michel Foucault giving a lecture series at UC 

Berkeley back in 1983 on parrhesia. Parrhesia is an idea from ancient 
philosophy, and it meant to speak candidly, freely. Wildfire describes it as 

fearless speech, not trying necessarily to convince someone of your 

argument, but speaking your truth- even if unwelcome or misunderstood. 
Parrhesia is using “I language” to claim what is true and valuable for me 

– whether or not you agree. It’s staking a moral ground. Parrhesia is not 
just free speech, because that can be thoughtless, or even mean. But 

fearless speech is speaking something significant, something that means 

something at a deep level – and parrhesia also comes with a cost.  

Parrhesia might cause you to lose friends, or cause a break in your family 
– especially if you open your mouth at a Thanksgiving dinner and say 

what you really believe instead of keeping quiet while a racist relative 
rants on and on. Parrhesia or fearless speech about a deep truth can get 

you in trouble at work, in your civic or recreational social groups. But 

parrhesia is speaking a truth that needs to be declared, whether or not 
folks want to hear it. Parrhesia is not nagging or being critical or 

controlling – it’s pointing out an issue that needs to have light shined on 
it. Parrhesia isn’t used for personal validation, or to score points, or to 

impress anyone.  

Calling those who disagree with you insulting names or prominently 

displaying a digit on your hand is not parrhesia. But declaring your core 
values, speaking up for your moral compass – that’s the special kind of 

calling out that is parrhesia. It’s done not just to yank someone’s chain, 
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but out of a higher purpose. Fearless speech is sometimes needed 

because trying to be polite or nice is wrong.  

Parrhesia has a moral and spiritual power to it, an authority because it is 

grounded in truth. And I think that in Matthew’s story of the 12 disciples 
who were called out and sent to serve, healing and proclaiming, that 

what they were proclaiming was a kind of parrhesia – a fearless speech 

emanating out of deep spiritual truth. And with parrhesia if you’re not 
welcome in that particular town, not welcome at that particular party, you 

don’t try to stay and force anyone, you just leave and shake the dust off 
your feet. If you speak your deep truths, and someone doesn’t have ears 

to listen, that’s on them, not on you.  

As disciples of Christ, it’s on us to proclaim the gospel, to engage in 

parrhesia, whether our words and actions are comforting, or someone 
finds them disquieting because we’re questioning a whole system. 

Announcing the Kingdom of Heaven is at hand is a message that the 

kingdoms of this world are inadequate, corrupt, and need restructuring 
and replacing. And for anyone invested in the systems and structure of 

worldly kingdoms, that is threatening and uncomfortable. You can get in 

trouble like that.  

The very work of the ekklesia is to recognize that we are the ones called 

out, that we are singled out by God not just for our own benefit, not so 

we can feel good inside with some spiritual high, but we are charged to 
go out, sent first to our own community, and later on – the Great 

Commission at the end of Matthew’s gospel – into the entire world. We 
are the ones who need to proclaim what is true, and just, and good, and 

right – a counterpoint to the loud lying voices that enable evil. 

At this time and place, with American society fractured and divided, with 

protests and counter-protests, and some people afraid to speak out or 
draw attention to themselves lest they be penalized, when the powerful 

trample on the rights of others, sending masked agents to harass and 

terrorize, literally breaking into cars and houses to kidnap people, locking 
up people of all ages, even children in detestable detention centers with 

inadequate food, sanitation or provisions for sleeping or exercising – 
while private prison investors profit… This is not a time for the ekklesia to 

be quiet. At this time and place, we as the church need to reclaim who 

and what we are –  

We are the ecclesia, the ones called out by God, the ones sent out to 
serve, to bring healing and the prophetic word – the parrhesia that is not 

just the expression of our own core truths, but the core truths of God’s 

realm.  


