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• What does it mean to exercise authority? If you are a parent, you probably 
have thought about that… and more than once! At least with adolescents, 
every parent’s effort to act with authority carries a certain risk. I must ask 
myself this: in trying to be authoritative, am I just asserting my own will and 
preferences? Or, am I relying on something more, on something higher, 
beyond my own desired ends? We’re always in a better position when we 
can point to the authority of a principle, rather than to the authority of 
personal preference. As we know, children and youth see through these 
things, right away! 

• Last week, in our Gospel, we heard the Risen Jesus say, “All authority in 
heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore, and make 
disciples of all nations…” Because all authority has been given to him, he 
can therefore ‘authorize’ the mission of the disciples, who go out as apostles 
to all nations. Our Gospel today records an earlier time, when he first sent 
out his disciples. Matthew tells us that he summoned them, “and gave them 
authority over unclean spirits, to cast them out, and to cure every disease 
and every sickness.” He gave them authority. And he gave them authority 
over unclean spirits, as well as all forms of disease and sickness. He who 
possessed all authority, did this as he “went about all the cities and villages.” 
We need to unpack the meaning of these brief words, which fit with the 
reading we heard last Sunday. 

• We start with authority, a ‘suspect word’ in our culture! Authority can be 
defined as something that authorizes a response. An authority is something 
that makes human action intelligible. I see a red octagonal sign at the 
corner, and I stop my vehicle. Why? Because I defer to the authority 
represented by the sign. The presence of the sign makes my response in 
stopping intelligible. I might have stopped for any number of reasons, many 
of them not apparent to others. But that sign immediately explains why I 
stop.  
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• Now, we tend to have a narrow understanding of authority these days. For 
we often limit the word’s significance to the coercive power of institutional 
or legal examples of it. Yet there are non-human, and non-institutional, 
natural, authorities. Think of the authority of beauty, of age, of might, and of 
truth. The utterances of people who express delight and wonder, when 
standing on the rim of the Grand Canyon, or overlooking Niagara Falls, are 
readily intelligible. For their expressions of astonishment are proper 
responses to the natural forms of authority in what they behold. 

• And so, the kind of authority given to Jesus, and which he exercises, is 
profoundly greater than the kind of authority we ascribe to the 
government’s policing powers. Jesus was given the authority of beauty, of 
goodness and of truth. And just as he shared his vocation with his disciples, 
Jesus shared his authority with them. In the process, his vocation became 
their vocation. Yet, though Jesus shared his authority, it remained his own, 
even when it was mediated through their ministry. 

• More specifically, Jesus’ authority over unclean spirits, and over disease and 
sickness was, and always will, be his authority. There are several reasons for 
this. Not only was Jesus a great teacher and moral exemplar, he was also the 
mediator. And as we confess in the Creed, ‘through him all things were 
made.’  Consequently, his authority manifests the authority of the Creator. It 1

is therefore remarkable that Jesus not only shared his vocation with his 
disciples. But that he also shared his authority with us. And just to be clear, 
we don’t want to confuse the authority Jesus shared with us, with 
institutional or legal authority.  The authority he shares with us is the 2

authority of beauty, of goodness and truth. The authority of these universal 
realities confronts and transforms features of the world that are now less 
than they were created to be. For this is precisely how God’s authority was 
manifest in Jesus. 
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• This helps us appreciate the power of Jesus’ instructions when he sent out 
his disciples. “As you go,” he said to them, “proclaim the good news, [that] 
‘The kingdom of heaven has come near’.” At a time in our culture, when 
there is so much commentary about ‘fake news,’ we should notice the 
character of what Jesus call’s ‘good news.’ Good news describes what is real 
and true in all places, even if not everyone accepts it. Jesus is right to say 
that the kingdom of heaven ‘has come near,’ because it has done so in two 
ways. First, the kingdom of heaven has come near in him. He is the fullest 
manifestation of God’s kingdom, which has broken into this world. Second, 
because he not only shares his vocation with us, but also his authority, God’s 
kingdom has now come near, in and through us. Baptized people, who 
share his vocation, are kingdom-bearers through whom his ministry and 
authority is mediated. 

• Jesus’ non-institutional authority is manifest in four distinct but interrelated 
ways. They are marked by the four verbs within his instructions: “Cure the 
sick,” he says; “raise the dead, cleanse the lepers, [and] cast out demons.” 
We should mark the pastoral character of these and his other instructions, as 
he sends them out. But we should avoid being overly literal in considering 
them. For we value science and medicine, and the work of those who 
address physical and psychological forms of illness or injury. We also take 
seriously other forms of our well-being and suffering, which transcend 
empirical evaluation. Science and medicine will never make obsolete the 
spiritual dimension of human fulfillment, and of what may impede it. 

• This is why it is so important for us to honor what Jesus has shared with us ~ 
his vocation, and, his authority. Since both are his, neither are in our power 
fully to understand, nor are they subject to our will and control. We seek to 
be responsive to these gifts of grace, and open to receiving them. Yet, 
because the vocation and authority are his, we cannot take credit for the 
mission outcomes that their presence in us might accomplish. The point 
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here is that Kingdom presence is for Kingdom outcomes. Jesus’ authority is 
directed toward God’s purposes. Mission empowerment is for mission 
results. 

• Here, we come to an unexpected and counter-intuitive observation. If Jesus 
shares his vocation with us, and if his authority is present in our ministry, 
then our ministry must always be successful, right? Surely, we will always 
have positive results, and attractive outcomes. Yet, Jesus tells us plainly that 
he is sending us out like sheep into the midst of wolves. For people will 
hand us over to the lesser and worldly forms of authority. And, we will suffer 
in the process. Jesus warns us to prepare for the possibility that, as a 
consequence of our faith, we will be hated because of his name! 

• As we observed last week, we go forth practicing confidence, and 
exercising the virtue of courage. To resolve to live this way is just as ‘realistic’ 
as are Jesus’ predictions of what might accompany our ministry. The point is 
not to worry ~ not to worry about possible negative outcomes, but instead 
to remember his gifts. For he shares with us his vocation and his authority. 
Most of all, in the Spirit, Jesus gives us himself, and his own intimate 
relationship with our Father. 
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James Tissot, Jesus Traveling 

Matthew 9:35-10:8(9-23) 

Jesus went about all the cities and villages, teaching in their synagogues, and proclaiming 
the good news of the kingdom, and curing every disease and every sickness. When he saw 
the crowds, he had compassion for them, because they were harassed and helpless, like 
sheep without a shepherd. Then he said to his disciples, “The harvest is plentiful, but the 
laborers are few; therefore ask the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into his harvest.” 

Then Jesus summoned his twelve disciples and gave them authority over unclean spirits, to 
cast them out, and to cure every disease and every sickness. These are the names of the 
twelve apostles: first, Simon, also known as Peter, and his brother Andrew; James son of 
Zebedee, and his brother John; Philip and Bartholomew; Thomas and Matthew the tax 
collector; James son of Alphaeus, and Thaddaeus; Simon the Cananaean, and Judas Iscariot, 
the one who betrayed him. 
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These twelve Jesus sent out with the following instructions: “Go nowhere among the 
Gentiles, and enter no town of the Samaritans, but go rather to the lost sheep of the house of 
Israel. As you go, proclaim the good news, ‘The kingdom of heaven has come near.’ Cure 
the sick, raise the dead, cleanse the lepers, cast out demons. You received without payment; 
give without payment. [Take no gold, or silver, or copper in your belts, no bag for your 
journey, or two tunics, or sandals, or a staff; for laborers deserve their food. Whatever town 
or village you enter, find out who in it is worthy, and stay there until you leave. As you enter 
the house, greet it. If the house is worthy, let your peace come upon it; but if it is not 
worthy, let your peace return to you. If anyone will not welcome you or listen to your 
words, shake off the dust from your feet as you leave that house or town. Truly I tell you, it 
will be more tolerable for the land of Sodom and Gomorrah on the day of judgment than for 
that town. 

“See, I am sending you out like sheep into the midst of wolves; so be wise as serpents and 
innocent as doves. Beware of them, for they will hand you over to councils and flog you in 
their synagogues; and you will be dragged before governors and kings because of me, as a 
testimony to them and the Gentiles. When they hand you over, do not worry about how you 
are to speak or what you are to say; for what you are to say will be given to you at that time; 
for it is not you who speak, but the Spirit of your Father speaking through you. Brother will 
betray brother to death, and a father his child, and children will rise against parents and have 
them put to death; and you will be hated by all because of my name. But the one who 
endures to the end will be saved. When they persecute you in one town, flee to the next; for 
truly I tell you, you will not have gone through all the towns of Israel before the Son of Man 
comes.”] 

Notes: 

 See the Nicene Creed, the Book of Common Prayer, p 358, based on John 1:3 and Colossians 1:16.1

 Even if it might also be manifest in the latter. This point underlies a historic Anglican reticence about 2

anchoring our ethics and moral theology in canon law, and in preferring a pastoral rather than a 
juridical approach to church discipline.
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