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Over the past seven weeks, we have looked at the signs of a “vital congregation,” which 
means that there needs to be members who are also “vital.” As you recall, the graphic 
that we used was the type of image that you would see when a patient is hooked up to 
a monitor to make sure their vital signs were either in range of normal or not. We were 
being asked to “check our pulse” by looking at the signs of vitality in discipleship. 

The first vital sign was “lifelong discipleship formation.” We were reminded that this does not stop 
once we are confirmed or grown-up. Growth in discipleship is something that should go on for our 
entire life. The next vital sign was “intentional, authentic evangelism.” A healthy disciple is actively 
engaged in sharing his or her faith and looking for opportunities to do so. Another vital sign of a 
healthy disciple is that they are outward focused and are a reflection of the love of God for others. 
This is not done to draw attention to one’s self. Instead, it is the way of life for a disciple. Next, we saw 
that a healthy disciple is a servant, in the image of Jesus as he washed his disciples’ feet. A healthy 
disciple considers others before they look out for their interests. Our fifth sign was caring relationships. 
A disciple takes care of those “in the family” as well as those on the outside. As Jesus said, “Behold 
how they love one another.” The sixth sign was called “ecclesial health.” In this study, we learned from 
Jesus’ teaching that as his followers, we are not to use the Word of God to exclude others, nor are we 
to use it to bend the rules to our advantage. The last vital sign was “spirit-inspired worship.” A healthy 
disciple is one who makes time to spend with God in praise and worship, whether this is in a corporate 
setting or individually. Taking all of these together, this is what a vital “alive” disciple looks like, and this 
is what produces a “vital” congregation.

These last seven weeks have all been during the Spring season. Spring is the time for digging out the 
weeds, preparing the soil, and planting the seeds. We can look at these studies in the vital signs as a 
time to do just that. Now, we have entered the summer. Summer is the time for watering and watching 
the seeds grow into healthy plants and give us hope for the future harvest. Let’s take this time to 
nurture the seeds of the seven vital signs, and let’s continue, let’s nurture these seeds and use these 
next couple of years as an extended summer. Let’s watch and see what God will grow within each of 
us, and thus, in our congregation.
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The scripture in Matthew seems especially appropriate for this launch point. In the verses before 
verse 24, Jesus has been telling his disciples about the things which they will suffer on account of him. 
He says to them he is sending them out like sheep among wolves. In verse 24 and following, Jesus 
explains to them that the Messiah will suffer and don’t think that you are any better than he is. He tells 
them that if they have called the head of the house Beelzebub, how much more will they call you the 
same thing. It was a great insult to call someone “the devil” or equate him with Satan. It’s especially 
true when talking about the Messiah. Jesus is the actual head of God’s household, and to willfully call 
him the head of the house of demons was indeed vile, but as Jesus says, don’t expect anything less for 
yourselves.

I think for too long, the church has taken pride in how well we have fit into society and culture. We even 
like to refer to ourselves as a Christian nation, but as we look at this chapter and Jesus’ own words, it 
seems very clear that just the opposite should be the norm. The church should be that one that pokes 
society, that stirs things up by bringing to light that which needs to be corrected. We see this type of 
thing in the Black Lives Matter movement. We don’t like to be told what’s wrong or what needs to be 
fixed. But this is what is happening today, and this is the type of people that we are called to be. We 
should be the ones who study the Word, and when we see where our culture or our society has gone 
off track, like the prophets of old, we should sound the call to bring people back into that relationship 
with God and in line with His Word. As Jesus says in these first verses, this is what is happening to me, 
so don’t expect any less when you are the ones crying out. As I said in an earlier sermon, giving an 
authentic and intentional witness to Christ may bring trouble, but we can’t expect any less than what 
Jesus experienced.

Jesus then gives us instructions on how to handle fear. It’s scary when you are opposed, and people 
seem to reject not just what you’re saying but you, personally. In our work in Bethlehem, we faced this 
type of thing from all sides. It’s scary not to know what will happen. It’s even more terrifying not to see if 
it will affect your very life. It’s also frustrating because you want it known that you are serving God, but 
people don’t understand that. All they see is that you are upsetting the proverbial apple cart. So this is 
where Jesus gives us words to encourage and to comfort us. He reminds his disciples not to be afraid. 
Don’t worry about the ones who can take your life. Worry about the one, God, who can kill both your 
body and soul. There is nothing that won’t be revealed. You see, it’s not always evident to others what 
God is doing with you and within you. But as we remain faithful and do all that he asks of us, in the end, 
it will all be made known.

Look at Jesus’ life. Even his followers didn’t understand most of what God was doing in him and 
through him. It wasn’t until after he died that the eyes of their minds were opened and everything 
began to make sense. It wasn’t until after Jesus had died and was raised from the dead that thousands 
came to understand him as the true Messiah, and believed on his name. Just so with us, we can work 
and work for a lifetime in the service of God. People may say we are crazy, or that we are throwing our 
lives away, but as Jesus said, in the end, it will all be revealed, and God’s work will be made known. So, 
all that you learn, and hear, and that you come to understand, don’t keep it to yourself. Shout it out for 
all to hear. In Jesus’ day, it was not uncommon to go to a rooftop to tell someone something and to be 
sure that they would listen to it. Let the gospel be made known. Proclaim it loudly! Be the alive and vital 
disciple that you are called to be.
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Another reason not to be afraid or worried about people and what they may say or do is that the worst 
thing that people can do to you is nothing compared to the worst that God can do. What is the worst 
that can happen? They can kill you! What is the worst thing that God can do? God can destroy both 
body and soul. This is a reminder to us to set our affections on things above, not on things upon the 
earth. To be spiritually minded is life, to be mindful of the world is death. We need to get our priorities 
right before we can be effective witnesses. I remember Dr. King saying one time that he would not see 
the results of all of his work for civil rights; nevertheless, he continued his mission. His priorities were in 
the right order.

The third reason we should not fear is that God is a good father. We often think of God managing and 
caring about the significant issues, and we wonder, does he care about us? Does he care about me? 
In these verses, Jesus gives us the answer to those questions. Don’t be afraid to be a disciple; look at 
the sparrow. A sparrow was the offering the very poor would give at the Temple. It was the cheapest 
offering that was sold. This insignificant sparrow, God cares about it. How much more does God care 
about you and me? We are the ones who are made in His image. We are the ones that he knew before 
the foundations of the earth. We are the ones for whom he sent his Son that we might be redeemed 
to be in fellowship with him once again. If God cares about that tiny sparrow, imagine how much more 
he must care about us. Jesus then goes on to say that God’s sovereignty is not just limited to life and 
death issues; he even has the hairs on our heads numbered. We need not be afraid of anything. God’s 
sovereignty extends to the tiniest details; therefore, we have nothing to fear from anyone or anything. 
It’s interesting to note that it is in this context that Jesus brings the idea of God’s fatherhood into play. 
He doesn’t just say, “My father,” but in a very matter of fact way says, “your father.” It’s almost as if this 
should be one of the disciples’ basic understandings. I remember one time when my son was about 
six years old. We were having lunch and talking, and he said something to which I responded, “Do you 
know that I love you?” His response is what got me. He looked at me as if to say, “yeah, duh.” It struck 
me that he was that confident of my love for him. How much more should we have that confidence in 
God? Unlike an earthly father, God never changes, and his love and care are constant. 

Once again, the idea of giving an authentic witness is part of the conversation. Jesus says that if we 
acknowledge him before people, he will then confess us before the father. If you disown me, I’ll disown 
you. In a similar vein, Jesus says in another place, “He who receives you, receives me; he who receives 
me receives Him who sent me.” Giving witness, confessing God and Jesus before people, has a two-
fold benefit. First, it shows us to be authentic. If we are going to say that we are followers of Jesus, 
then our conversation should show it. As we authentically reflect the light of God within us, as we 
confess Him before others, we have the knowledge that Jesus will confess or acknowledge us before 
God. The other benefit is that as we intentionally confess Christ and people receive us, that is, they 
accept us and listen to what we are saying, then they have received Christ, and in receiving Christ, 
they have received God. This was one of the foundations of our work and ministry in Bethlehem, and 
we saw it played out time and time again. Our young people would come to us and engage us to find 
out what we were all about. We openly told them and were honest with them, and as they received us, 
and our testimony, they received Jesus; as they received Jesus, they received God. Their faith became 
complete. This is why we could say that when we left, we left behind a good number of believers. 

Jesus ends this section by reminding us again to get our priorities in order. Jesus first says that he 
did not come to bring peace, but a sword. Jesus is not talking about war or political conflict. He’s very 
clearly saying that His presence in the world causes different reactions among people. These reactions 
are not middle of the road; it is one side or the other. If you are not for me, then you are against me. 



Sunday, June 21, 2020  | Jesus, Our Example | 4

It’s one of the reasons I dislike it when I hear the words “shalom” and “salaam” used when talking 
about an end to conflict in various regions. The main thrust of each of these words is not a cessation 
of hostilities, an end to war; these words are talking about peace in our hearts and minds. It’s that 
calmness, that wholeness that comes when worry, anxiety, and sadness are gone, and our soul is free 
and light. These words also refer to physical wholeness and well-being. The total person is well. The 
individual may be affected in this way by the end of a war, but that is not the primary thrust or meaning 
of these words. As Jesus says, he did not come to bring a cessation to war. He says in another place, 
“My peace I leave with you…not as the world gives do I give to you.”

Finally, the last priority concerns the things that are important to us. Here Jesus speaks about family 
and those ties that bind us to one another. He is not telling us that we should not care about our 
families. He is saying that even the closest relationships should all be secondary to our love for him. 
The life of a disciple of Jesus is not a life of leisure. We need to be willing to suffer with him and for him, 
even if it means our own life. It’s a good thing to find your “life,” your purpose in this life, but if that is 
all one has, even that will be taken away. It’s better to deny ourselves, to lose our lives, for the sake of 
Jesus because then as we abandon this life and seek Him and His will, that is when we will indeed find 
our life. As we take up our cross and follow his example of total surrender to God’s will and fully trust 
God to raise us, then and only then will we find life and all that it was meant to be. 

We are not greater than our teacher. If this is what it took for Jesus to find life, then how can we expect 
any less. Jesus is our example. Let’s make summer a time for us to let the fruit of the Spirit grow and 
burst forth within us. Let’s take this time to become vital disciples and bring forth a renewed,  
vital congregation. 

Amen.


