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Luke 101-20.


I don’t know about you, but I think that I am just about getting over world cup fever. The flags of St George and the vuvuzelars are going back in the cupboard for another four years. Adidas are letting their boffins loose on designing a ball that will travel so fast and far that goalkeepers will be the leading goalscorers in 2014. The referees and their assistants are making appointments in good time with their opticians to make sure they can see when a ball has crossed the goal line. No such difficulties in 1966. Everyone waved the Union Jack, the ball came with an inner tube and lace calculated to leave a deep impression on the forehead of any centre half foolish enough to attempt to head it. The manager could communicate with the team in English. I only watched the final because the cricket match I was due to play in was called off at two o’clock because of the threat of a light shower. No problem with linesmen and goal lines in those days, nor with people running onto the pitch thinking it was all over. Something else significant happened in my life during that summer. For some reason, I decided that it would be a good idea to go on a Scripture Union Beach Mission. At this remove in time, I cannot recall exactly what prompted this. What I am sure of now is that God was at work in my life, despite one or two things that were not exactly as he wanted them to be. I was being directed along a path that would become a significant part of my life and witness as a Christian during the rest of my life. I applied to Scripture Union who replied that there were vacancies on the team for the holiday Beach Mission in Nefyn, North Wales. The leaders were a couple from Manchester, Joan and Tony Wragg. 1966 was the first time that they led the Mission after a break of some time at that particular venue. The facilities were, to say the least, basic. Joan organised the feeding of a team of about forty people with only two gas rings at her disposal. All the men slept on camp beds in the Church hall of Zion B chapel. Whether the facilities were better in Zion A I never found out, but this was 1966 and people only had one bath a week at the best of times. Fortunately, the weather was fantastic for two weeks and I lived in shorts and played non-stop football and crocker, a cross between football and cricket, on the beach with the young people who came along to the holiday activities. My input in terms of speaking was minimal on that first Mission, I was a very inexperienced and rather shy individual. I do remember asking a young French lad who was standing watching a game if he wished to jouer. Fortunately he understood my garbled French and joined in for the rest of his time in Nefyn. There were some rather more fluent French speakers on the team who were able to translate the talks for him. That was the first of four summers at Nefyn, then after a few years break to raise a family, Rita and I spent many happy times at the Scripture Union beach mission at Cleveleys, near Blackpool, the last four leading that team. A number of young people from the Parish joined us there and there is at least one happy couple in Church whose friendship and subsequent marriage grew out of meeting on that team. In more recent years, we have had the privilege of sharing in more local Christian holiday activities for children both here with Chris and Louise, and also in Penrith with our daughter Sarah and her family. I count it a privilege and blessing that God called me all those years ago, however faltering and hesitant my Christian experience and witness at the start, to share in the work of the Church in this way. A specific work, at a specific time for a limited period. Just one of the ways that God calls us to serve him.

In chapter 9 of Luke, Jesus had sent out the twelve disciples on a specific mission for a limited period, to go and drive out evil spirits, to cure diseases, to preach the kingdom of God and to heal the sick. He gave them instructions that they were to travel light and how to conduct themselves when they reached the villages to which they were sent. Our reading this morning recounts a similar specific mission, not this time the twelve disciples, but seventy or seventy two other, the precise number depending on which manuscript you read. They went out two by two with the mandate to go to every town and place where Jesus was preparing to visit, a reconnaissance in force, to use a military analogy. Jesus told them there was lots for them to do and encouraged them to pray, for each other and for all who engage in the work of mission. He gave them a warning. What they were about to embark on would be dangerous, perhaps physically, as they experienced hostility and rejection, certainly spiritually, as they engaged with the spiritual forces ranged against the kingdom of God that they were representing. He gave them advice about how to conduct themselves, to be single minded, not overly concerned about their physical comfort and not stopping to share long chats with those they met along the way. They were to accept the hospitality that was offered, but not to overdo the social round. In a word, they were to be focussed on the task in hand. As Severiano Ballasteros, the famous Spanish golfer once put it in his inimitable English, focuus. That task was to heal the sick and to tell them that “the kingdom of God is near you.” They were to be resolute in the face of rejection and unswerving in the message of judgement for those who might reject what they said. It was not and is not a popular or politically correct view, but it is there in the Bible, clearly stated in many passages. The “woes” of verse 13 are not a call for vengeance, but an expression of deep regret at the way that Jesus and his words and works were rejected by many of his fellow Israelites. The seventy two were not speaking their own ideas, something they had concocted themselves. They were speaking on behalf of Jesus, preparing the way for him and his message. “He who listens to you listens to me; he who rejects you rejects me; but he who rejects me rejects him who sent me.”


We are not told how long this particular mission lasted, a week, two? It was evidently a success, because the seventy two returned with joy, telling how even the demons submitted to them in the name of Jesus. Jesus was aware of the victory over the spiritual forces of evil and spoke of the authority that he had entrusted to them. The commentary suggested that trampling on snakes and scorpions is to be taken figuratively rather than literally. There are some small sects in the USA who practise handling poisonous snakes, which is perhaps why they remain only small sects. The real reason for rejoicing for the disciples is not spectacular success or spiritual victory over evil, but that their names are written in heaven. The commentary points out that the words “are written” are in the perfect tense, which points to what is permanent and secure. Jesus turns their attention away from the present euphoria over the success of the mission to the realities that will last for time and eternity.


How may we apply these verses to our lives today? They are certainly not a blue print for all Christian mission. Even for the disciples, the instructions they were given had a limited life span, for in Luke chapter 22, verse 36 Jesus tells them to take a money bag and a knapsack, to sell a cloak and buy a sword, rescinding the instructions given in our passage this morning. The passage we have considered comes from a section in Luke known as the “Travel Narrative.” This section is concerned with the idea of journeying, along with the goal of the journey: Jerusalem. It is not just Jesus who is travelling, but his followers, and the instructions of Jesus to his followers and their attitudes and behaviour are also central in this section of the Gospel. Those of us who are disciples of Jesus, who have committed our lives to following and serving Him, are on a journey, a journey through life, with Him. On Tuesday morning at morning prayers we read a psalm which brought home to me the lifelong nature of being a Christian, Psalm 71 and verses 17 and 18. “O God, from my youth you have taught me, and I still proclaim your wondrous deeds. So even to old age and grey hairs, O God, do not forsake me, until I proclaim your might to another generation.” During that lifelong journey that we are embarked on, there will be times when we are called to a specific work, at a specific time and for a limited period. If you are at the point where you are experiencing the call of God on your life in this way, then the passage this morning has something to say to you. If you are not, then store the message away until such time as God does call you in this way, for call he will.


There are important principles that we can see from our passage which apply in most situations. First of all, we are called to work in partnership with other believers. Yes, God calls us as individuals, but He does not leave us isolated, alone. He puts us in a context of a mutually supporting family, the Church. Establish what it is that God is calling you to. For the seventy two this was clear. For me, it was to work with a group of like minded brothers and sisters in holiday friendship evangelism for one or two weeks during the summer. More recently, it has been to co-ordinate the response of Christians Together in Ulverston to the flooding in the North Lonsdale Road area. It is a matter of being open and alive to what God is saying to us, in prayer, through his word and in response to the circumstances that are brought to our attention.

Jesus made it clear that prayer was central to any work in his name. Verse 2, “Pray earnestly to the Lord of the harvest to send out labourers into his harvest.” It is a joy to me to be part of a Church where prayer is central in the lives of both individuals and the Church community. May I encourage those who are involved in organising and facilitating this to keep on keeping on? So those of us who are not involved in a specific work that others may be called into, may ourselves be involved through prayer. No many of us translate the Bible. Brian and Celia Bull do, but we can be part of their work by supporting them in prayer. 

Jesus warns us to be prepared for difficulties, problems, rejection, even danger. These can come in many different ways. When Rita and I were leading the Beach Mission at Cleveleys, there were several tests along the way, ranging from leaky team tents at one end of the scale, through concerns for the health of Rita’s mother as we prepared for the Mission, to the death by suicide of an ex team member at the start of one Mission, whose wife had joined the team on her own. We felt very keenly the spiritual battle at that point. It is very easy to lose focus when so much else is going on. So, focus is vital in any short term work, not to be overly concerned about creature comforts, about the social round, not to be side-tracked by things that are legitimate but not essential to the specific task in hand.

The message is clear and uncompromising. Presenting by word and deed that Jesus is Lord, His kingdom is at hand, He calls men and women, boys and girls to repent and turn away from their sin and disobedience and turn towards him in faith and trust. His death on the cross has dealt with sin and death and his rising to new life has opened the gate to eternal life, life that starts now and continues through to the life of heaven. It may be that there are those who reject the message. How do we react to this? Certainly not in a spirit of revenge or perverted pleasure that these people will be judged. We have to leave judgement and vengeance to the Lord. Only He knows all the circumstances and what is in the heart of each individual. There is a difference between inflicting judgement, God’s work, and announcing judgement in the spirit of warning. That is something that we may rightly be involved in. The key thing is to concentrate on the message and on the mercy offered, not on the judgement reserved for the unrepentant. Even as we shake the dust off our feet, we should be saying to those with whom we disagree that the “kingdom of God has come near.” The message is the Lord’s, we are his messengers, and are not peddling something that we have made up or invented. We may take confidence that any rejection is not of us, but of Him and his Father God.

It is a good educational principle to celebrate success and achievement. It is too easy in our Christian lives to feel constantly that we fail God and let him down. How refreshing to read in verses 17 to 20 of the joy of the seventy two as they returned from a successful time on mission. God’s standards for us are not so impossibly high that we may never succeed. We may succeed, or we may experience failure. Whichever it is, Jesus knows our hearts and our concerns. He knows that success and failure will one day be swallowed up in victory, when he comes again in glory. Our names are written, permanently and securely, in heaven, for all time and eternity, and that is something we may take away from the service today at whatever stage we are in our journey with Him.

