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A FEW GO OD MEN
The year was 1779. Captain William Jones placed a plea in the local 
newspaper for “a few good men” who’d be willing to join a short cruise 
on the ship Providence, then moored in Boston. Little did he know that 
more than 200 years later, that phrase would become the heart of a 
famous TV recruitment ad by the United States Marine Corps: “We’re 
looking for a few good men.”

Long before there were U. S. Marines, there was recruitment underway 
for a mission more vital than any undertaken by our nation’s military. 
Jesus, the very Messiah God had dispatched on His rescue mission into 
the world, was looking for “a few good men” to help and represent Him 
as apostles in an initial outreach to Israel’s “lost sheep.” Matthew 10 is a 
discourse about that mission, its challenges, dangers, and rewards.

An even larger mission is in view, an outreach to “all nations” with 
eternal consequences. All of us — more than a few men, women, and 
children too — are being summoned to help. Will you?

T H E U RGEN T N EED A N D T H E 
A PP OI N T MEN T OF T H E T W ELV E 
Matthew 9:35–10:4
The crowds that thronged around Jesus evoked a strong sense of 
“compassion” in Him, “because they were harassed and helpless, like 
sheep without a shepherd” (v. 36). Just before his death, Moses had 
petitioned God to “appoint a man” to lead them after he died so that they 

All of us — more than a few men, women, and children 
too — are being summoned to help. Will you?

Matthew
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“may not be as sheep that have no shepherd” 
(Num. 27:16–17). The Lord granted his request, 
directing Moses to commission Joshua as his 
replacement and to invest him with Moses’ own 
authority (Num. 27:18–20). In similar fashion, 
Jesus would soon commission “a few good men” 
from among His disciples and give them His own 
authority over diseases and demons.

Before doing so, He urged His disciples to pray 
about the matter. He gave substance to the 
urgency of that prayer with another picture: 
“the harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are 
few; therefore pray earnestly to the Lord of the 
harvest to send out laborers” (9:37–38). It is a 
familiar and compelling image in Matthew. The 
parables of the Wheat and Weeds (13:24–30) and 
the Workers in the Vineyard (20:1–16) make plain 
the urgent concern of the “master” who owned 
the fields to have his workers devote care and 
energy to the harvest, a symbol of the End Time 
judgment. “Pray earnestly!” is the command. Do 
we? And will we ourselves be numbered among 
the laborers sent out?

Jesus Himself began to provide an answer to 
that prayer. Like Moses appointing Joshua, 
He selected twelve of His larger company 
of disciples (cf. Luke 6:13) and gave them 
“authority over unclean spirits, to cast them out, 
and to heal every disease and every affliction,” 
the identical words that described His own 
work in 4:23 and 9:35. These twelve are here 
designated “apostles” (v. 2), the only occurrence 
of this word in Matthew’s Gospel.

Disciples and apostles are to be distinguished. 
The wider term “disciple” denotes a student 
and follower. The narrower term “apostle” (the 
word means “one sent”) is a job description. 
An apostle was an emissary sent on a mission. 
These twelve had Jesus’ own authority to do the 

identical work He had been doing and to preach 
the identical message (cf. 10:7 with 4:17). In 
Acts they, and most particularly Peter, become 
the early leaders of the Church whose chief task 
was “the ministry of the word” (Acts 6:4). When 
Judas had to be replaced, the requirement of a 
candidate was that he was to have accompanied 
Jesus during His earthly sojourn so that he might 
become a “witness to his resurrection” (Acts 
1:22). Here in Matthew the Apostles are being 
sent out on a mission into Galilee.

Each of the Synoptic Gospels has a listing of 
the Twelve (Matt. 10:2–4, Mark 3:16–19, Luke 
6:14–16). The fact that the names are listed 
at all is a signal of the importance of this 
group. The number twelve denotes that Jesus 
is re-constituting “Israel,” even as He Himself 
becomes the obedient “son” that Israel failed 
to be.

In these lists Simon Peter is always first 
(Matthew underlines it by adding the word 
“first”). Judas Iscariot, the betrayer, is always 
last. The names in Matthew are paired, reflecting 
the fact that they were sent out two-by-two 
(Mark 6:7). The order varies slightly, and a few of 
the names differ. In some versions Matthew and 
Mark list “Simon the Cananaean,” while all three 
Synoptics (in ESV) call him “Simon the Zealot.” 
“Cananean” is not a place name (“from Cana”) 
but derives from the Aramaic word for “Zealot.” 
The Zealots were nationalists, strong advocates 
for Jewish tradition, who sought to incite their 
countrymen to rebel against Rome by force of 
arms. Thaddaeus, listed in Matthew and Mark, 
does not appear in Luke. Luke has, instead, 
“Judas the son of James” (Luke 6:16, Acts 1:13). 
To further complicate matters, footnotes tell us 
that some early manuscripts of Matthew have 
“Lebbaeus” or “Lebbaeus called Thaddaeus.” He 
appears to be one man with three names.
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MISSION DESCR I P T ION 
Matthew 10:5–15
These “few good men” are now prepared for their first mission. The rest of chapter 10 has 
instructions for the Twelve (vv. 5–23) and then for later missionaries (vv. 24–42) who will be sent 
out as His witnesses.

To whom are the Twelve to go? This first limited outreach is to Israel’s “lost sheep” (v. 6). The 
Gentile mission is not fully authorized until the very end of the Gospel (“all nations”). The Book 
of Acts records the eventual spread of Christianity from Jerusalem to Samaria and then to the 
Gentiles. For now, no Gentiles and no Samaritans. What are the Twelve to do? Very simply, they 
are to preach the same message and work the same miracles (cf. v. 8 with chapters 8–9) as 
Jesus, all with His full authority. Not every Christian is sent out the way the Twelve were, with the 
assignment to work miracles and cast out demons! But all of us have the assignment to “make 
disciples of all nations, baptizing . . . and . . . teaching” (28:19–20). That assignment, in fact, 
comes into view later in this chapter.

How will their needs be met? He starts with what they won’t need: “Acquire no gold or silver . . . 
no bag for your journey, or two tunics or sandals or a staff” (vv. 9–10)! Instead, they are to live as 
recipients of others’ generosity. The principle Jesus enunciates is that “the laborer deserves his 
food.” Here originated the practice that those who proclaim the Gospel would have their physical 
needs met by their hearers (1 Tim. 5:17–18). As the Twelve enter any village, they are to “find 
out who is worthy in it and stay there” (v. 11). The need of missionaries for lodging is one of the 
reasons the virtue of hospitality later loomed so large in the epistles (Rom. 12:13 and 16:23, 1 
Tim. 5:10, 1 Pet. 4:9, 3 John 8). In the initial mission, this hospitality would not be from fellow 
believers, but from strangers interested in the message.

What would be the result of all this work? For the house or village that welcomes their message, 
“peace” will come (v. 13). For those who reject it, the “day of judgment” will bring something 
worse than what awaits Sodom and Gomorrah (vv. 14–15). Fire and sulphur rained down on these 
wicked cities whose men sought to abuse their angelic visitors (Gen. 19). Yet it will be “more 
bearable” for Sodom and Gomorrah than for those who reject the Gospel. Sobering, isn’t it?

OPP OSI T ION IS CERTA I N 
Matthew 10:16–23
As in many places in the Gospel of Matthew, the word “Behold” draws special attention to what 
follows: “Look! Pay attention to this I now share with you” (cf. 2:19; 8:2, 24; 9:2, 10, 18 etc.). 
Here it introduces a change in content and tone. Jesus is showing us a darker truth — that His 
missionaries will face danger and opposition in their work. “Sheep in the midst of wolves” (v. 
16) is a vivid portrayal of their helplessness at the hands of strong and vicious enemies. Images 
come readily to mind. Jim Elliot and four other missionaries were speared to death by tribesmen 
in Ecuador in 1956. Twenty-one Coptic Christians were beheaded by Isis fighters in Libya in 2015. 
Such martyrdoms have been a persistent experience of the Church in every age!
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In the face of it, how must they present 
themselves? Jesus uses more animal images. 
They are to be like serpents — “wise,” 
suggesting that they be aware of surroundings 
and possible dangers. Wise enough to flee when 
flight is called for (v. 23)! Yet they are also to be 
like doves. In Scripture, doves are not a “peace” 
symbol generally. They may embody foolishness 
(Hos. 7:11) or helplessness that moans for aid 
in trouble (Is. 38:14, 59:11). Here “innocent as 
doves” is an antonym to “wise as serpents.” 
This innocence is, very likely, a willingness to be 
exposed to danger for the sake of their mission.

Opposition is sure to arise! In this initial stage of 
outreach to Israel, it will come from the Israelites 
themselves. Men will “deliver you over to courts 
[the word is literally “sanhedrins”] and flog you 
in their synagogues” (v. 17). But the mission 
will eventually widen to include a witness to 
and opposition from Gentiles (v. 18). Nor should 
the missionaries be surprised to face opposition 
from their own family members (v. 21), as did 
Jesus Himself (Mark 3:21). Some of us know this 
experience firsthand.

What is to be their response to it? “Do not be 
anxious” (v. 19) counsels Jesus. Note that He does 
not promise the removal of opposition, but what a 
missionary most needs — the words to speak and 
the assurance of final deliverance! “The Spirit of 
your Father” will provide “what you are to say . . . 
in that hour.” With such help, they can endure 
“to the end” (v. 22). The time of danger itself, He 
promises, will finally come to an end: “You will not 
have gone through all the towns of Israel before 
the Son of Man comes” (v. 23).

That promise, says Jeffrey Gibbs, is “one of the 
great interpretive challenges in the Gospel of 
Matthew.” D. A. Carson calls it “among the most 

difficult [verses] in the NT canon.” To what is 
Jesus referring by this “coming” of the Son of 
Man? Modern readers will think immediately 
of the Second Coming at Judgment Day (as 
did Martin Luther). But the words in the text 
make it sound like this “coming” is to be much 
sooner, certainly in their lifetime. Another option 
(suggests J. Dupont) is that Jesus is telling them 
to “get a move on” and that He will catch up to 
them later. But that would be anticlimactic after 
His urge to “endure to the end” even in the face 
of death (v. 22), especially since there was no 
life-threatening persecution until much later.

D. A. Carson and Jeff Gibbs suggest a third 
option: Jesus is referring to the coming 
destruction of the Jewish nation by the Romans 
in AD 70. They argue that the sufferings 
described in vv. 17–22 picture what actually 
took place in the years just after Pentecost. 
Further, they point to Matt. 23:34–39 as a 
strongly parallel passage where Jesus promises 
to send missionaries to the Jews, and that those 
missionaries would be persecuted by flogging in 
the synagogues (cf. 10:17 with 23:34) and forced 
to flee from town to town (cf. 10:23 with 23:34). 
The result, says Jesus, is that all of history’s 
righteous blood will “come” on those Pharisees 
(23:35). When Jesus immediately laments over 
Jerusalem’s impending destruction (23:37–38), it 
seems clear that “he is referring to the events of 
AD 70” when the “Son of Man came in judgment 
— through the agency of Rome — against the 
nation of Israel” (Gibbs). That calamity was the 
end of the Temple, the sacrificial system, and 
Judaism as it had existed for centuries.

No matter which interpretation one chooses, 
the mission of the Twelve and the subsequent 
mission of the Church is clearly an urgent one. 
Let’s get going!
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FOR A LL I N MISSION: YO U N EED NOT FE A R ! 
Matthew 10:24–33
Beginning in verse 24, the language about the mission becomes more general, as if 
Jesus now has in view not just the Twelve, but all who will bear His name and make 
their witness in years to come (“everyone . . . whoever”). In all times and places, we 
who are disciples will encounter opposition, He warns, because the disciple is “like 
his teacher” (v. 25). We belong to Him as “servants” to a “master,” and the world 
labels us as it labeled Him. “If they have called the master of the house Beelzebul” 
(v. 25) anticipates the encounter in which the Pharisees disparage Jesus’ exorcism 
of a demon-possessed man as something He does by relying on “Beelzebul, the 
prince of demons” (12:24). That name, which literally means “Baal the prince,” 
had become another name for Satan. His point? If they call Me names, don’t be 
surprised if it happens to you!

But don’t be afraid, either. Three times He says it (vv. 26, 28, 31). First, don’t be 
afraid to “proclaim on the housetops” the gracious reign of God in Christ, which 
has been “hidden” and “covered” from view for so long. One day the message that 
came to you as a whisper will stand fully “revealed” (v. 26). Second, don’t be afraid 
of what your enemies may do to you. Their power is limited! Even if they “kill the 
body,” they cannot “kill the soul” (v. 28). Fear God alone, for only God can “destroy 
both body and soul in hell.” What’s more, He is your Father, the One who cherishes 
even tiny sparrows, the One who has numbered the very hairs of your head. You are 
in His good hands.

Finally, you need not fear, because one day Jesus Himself will “acknowledge before 
my Father” everyone who “acknowledges me before men” (v. 32). Think beyond 
this present painful time. Don’t take a scissors and clip off eternity! For the terrible 
opposite is true. The one who “denies me before men, I also will deny before my 
Father” (v. 33). The verb used here is the one that describes Peter’s denial of Jesus 
(26:70, 72), a sin worthy of damnation! It is all the more astonishing, then, to realize 
how bountifully Jesus forgave him (John 21:1–19), a recollection that gives us 
encouragement when we fail.
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SWOR D A N D R EWA R D 
Matthew 10:34–42
There must be no naivete about our mission 
outreach. “Do not think,” Jesus says in effect, 
“that I came ONLY so as to bring peace on 
earth. What I do will also bring sharp division, 
the severing of relationships!” Some of us 
know from experience how even within our 
own family circles the Gospel of Jesus may 
bring bitter division. It is a sad irony that our 
Prince of Peace (Is. 9:6) who came to bring 
sweet reconciliation between God and human 
beings also brings conflict when His call to 
repent is refused. That’s a frequent result in 
a world of stubborn sinners.

The experience of such rejection is 
nothing less than our “cross” (v. 38). This 
first mention of the Roman instrument of 
execution not only portends what Jesus is 
to face, but also describes the consequence 
that comes to all who follow Him. Some 
Christians in those early days, including 
Peter, literally suffered crucifixion (as have 
some in our day!). Many more have known 
the hostility and loss of relationships that 
come because of our confession of Jesus. 
Such pain can deeply wound us. Indeed, 
it can only be borne on the strength of His 
accompanying promise: “Whoever loses his 
life for my sake will find it” (v. 39).

The missionary discourse ends with a word of 
encouragement. In all they do, missionaries 
are heartened to hear that “whoever receives 
you receives me, and whoever receives me 
receives him who sent me” (v. 40). We who 

bear witness to Christ are not set adrift to 
fend for ourselves. We are accompanied 
by Jesus Himself, and those who hear and 
believe the message receive Him (cf. 25:40!).

Some have wondered whether the differing 
designations — “prophet,” “righteous 
person,” “little one,” “disciple” — indicate 
sub-groups among Jesus’ followers (as we 
might today distinguish clergy and laity, 
or pastors, teachers, missionaries, and 
evangelists). But the identification of “one 
of these little ones” as “a disciple” who 
represents Jesus (v. 42) and the parallelism 
of the statements in vv. 41–42 suggests 
rather that these are different designations 
for the same group of people, namely, those 
who are engaged in the mission Christ gives 
us all. All are disciples. All are “righteous” 
because they trust in Christ (see 6:33). All 
are “lowly” little ones (5:5). And though, 
strictly speaking, not all of us are “prophets” 
(1 Cor. 12:29), yet we are privileged to speak 
the “prophetic word” (2 Pet. 1:19!) to those 
hungering for it.

We who received the message know the 
reward in it for us. And we can be certain 
that those who receive us, who render even 
the simplest act of hospitality (“a cup of cold 
water”), and who accept the message of 
Jesus we bring will likewise find the great 
reward — Jesus Himself and the life He 
brings! Let these words hearten us for the 
holy work He gives us to do.

Those who receive us, who render even the simplest act of hospitality (“a 
cup of cold water”), and who accept the message of Jesus we bring will 
likewise find the great reward — Jesus Himself and the life He brings!

M A T T H E W  1 0 : 1 – 4 2

LWBS68

9



PER SONA L A PPLIC AT ION

Gracious Lord Jesus, You have called me to follow You. By this Word I study, 
strengthen and equip me to persist through disappointment and opposition 

to receive Your promised rest. I ask it for Your name’s sake. Amen.

For Review
1. Summarize what you learned about the Twelve Apostles (identity, authority, mission).

2. List some promises Jesus makes to His missionaries. How do they hearten you personally? List some of the 
warnings He gives them. How do these prompt your sober reflection?

Matthew 11:1–15
3. Where is John and what concern did he voice? What do you suppose prompted his question?

4. When you experience doubts in matters of faith, how do you voice them? To whom?

5. What passage does Jesus quote to explain John’s special role? How is John “more than a prophet”? What 
additional insight do you gain from v. 14 and Mal. 4:5–6?

Matthew 11:16–24
6. In verse 17 Jesus employs a picture to describe the contrasting approaches of Himself and of John. Who’s 

doing the talking (cf. v. 16)? Who will not “dance”? Who will not “mourn”?

7. Why will Judgment Day be “more bearable” for the pagan cities of Tyre, Sidon, and Sodom than for the 
Galilean towns of Chorazin, Bethsaida, and Capernaum?

Matthew 11:25–30
8. What two groups of people are contrasted in v. 25? (cf. 1 Cor. 1:18–31) Why do you think the Gospel is 

“hidden” from some and “revealed” to others?

9. When are you more like “the wise”? The “little child”?

10. What does the picture of a yoke teach us about discipleship? How can this instrument for work bring 
“rest”?
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Matthew 12:1–21
11. What seemingly minor incident provokes criticism by the Pharisees? For other examples of what they were 

concerned about, read Ex. 35:2–3, Num. 15:32–36, Jer. 17:19–27.

12. At stake in this entire section is the identity of Jesus. What title does He give Himself in v. 8? What Old 
Testament examples (vv. 3–6) does He use to validate His authority over Sabbath practice?

13. In verse 7 Jesus cites Hos. 6:6 (“I desire mercy”). How does He go on to act upon it in vv. 9–14? How do 
the Pharisees respond?

14. When have you fallen into the trap of “offering sacrifice” but “neglecting mercy”?

15. What’s the source of Matthew’s lengthy quote in vv. 18–21? How would you summarize the “Servant’s” 
mission? Who will benefit?

Matthew 12:22–37
16. The Pharisees do NOT deny that Jesus casts out demons. What exactly is their charge against Him?

17. According to Jesus, how does their charge violate common sense (vv. 25–26)? How does it violate what 
God spoke through Isaiah (compare “blasphemy against the Spirit” in v. 31 with the quote from Isaiah in v. 
18)?

18. Have you ever wondered if there could be no forgiveness for you? Why did you think so?

Matthew 12:38–50
19. Why do you suppose Jesus rejects the request for “a sign”?

20. What’s the lesson that the Ninevites and the Queen of Sheba could teach “this generation”?

21. For reflection: from your life this week, would others see you as a “brother or sister” of Jesus? A distant 
relative? A mere acquaintance?

MEMORY VERSE
Matthew 11:28 “Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest.”
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