Pentecost 4, June 21, 2026

MATTHEW 10:21-33. (EHV)
“Brother will hand over his brother to death, and a father will do the same with his
child. Children will rise up against parents and have them put to death. You will
be hated by all people because of my name, but whoever endures to the end will
be saved. And when they persecute you in one town, flee to the next. Amen | tell
you: You will net finish geing through the cities of Israel before the Son of Man
comes. A disciple is not above his teacher, nor is a servant above his master. It is
enough for the disciple to be like his teacher and the servant like his master. If
the master of the house was called Beelzebul, how much more the members of
his household! So do not be afraid of them, because there is nothing concealed
that will not be revealed, and nothing hidden that will not be made known. What |
tell you in the dark, speak in the daylight; and what you hear whispered in your
ear, proclaim from the housetops. Do not fear those who kill the body but cannot
kill the soul. Rather, fear the one who is able to destroy both soul and bedy in
hell. Are not two sparrows sold for a small coin? Yet not one of them will fall to
the ground without the knowledge and consent of your Father. And even the hairs
of your head are all numbered. So do not be afraid. You are worth more than
many sparrows. Everyone who confesses me before others, | will also confess
before my Father who is in heaven. But whoever denies me before others, | will
also deny before my Father who is in heaven.”

My first assignment into the ministry was to Nebraska Lutheran High School as a tutor
for one year. A few years after my year there, one of my former students emailed me out of the
blue. Her boss at work was a Jehovah’s Witness and had asked her some questions about Adam
and Eve and about Jesus. She had given him simple answers based on what the Bible says, but it
quickly became apparent that he was not asking her those questions because he was in search of
the truth. He belittled her for her answers, making her feel like a horrible person and making her
want to cry simply for confessing her faith in Jesus and trying to help him by answering his
questions.

Was that an out-of-the-ordinary occurrence? Or did it happen simply because she wasn’t
prepared enough to answer his questions? No, in our Gospel today Jesus prepares all Christians
to confess the faith and endure persecution in a hostile world.

1. The Hostile Reality

First, Jesus makes it clear that we will indeed have to be Christians and confess his name
and his truth in a hostile world.

Jesus was sending his disciples out to preach, “The kingdom of heaven has come near.”
He was sending them to drive out evil spirits. He was sending them to heal diseases and
sicknesses. He was sending them to help people, to save their souls by means of the truth. But
judging from the responses he said they would get, we could almost get the impression that he
was sending them out to ridicule people and to hurl stones at them from behind bushes and
generally to make their lives miserable.

“Brother will hand over his brother to death, and a father will do the same with his child.
Children will rise up against parents and have them put to death. You will be hated by all people
because of my name, but whoever endures to the end will be saved. And when they persecute
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you in one town, flee to the next. Amen I tell you: You will not finish going through the cities of
Israel before the Son of Man comes.”

Notice both where the hostility comes from and the extent of the hostility. In the verses
right before these, Jesus talks about being arrested by those in authority and being put on trial
before governors and kings. In these verses he talks about hostility rising even from one’s own
family, from a Christian’s siblings, parents, and children. We could also think of this more
broadly as hostility rising from one’s religious family—from fellow members of our church,
from those who brought us to faith or had a strong spiritual impact on us, and from those whom
we brought to faith or had a strong spiritual impact on. Ultimately Jesus says that, in a general
way, Christians will be hated by all people.

So much so, that multiple times Jesus even talks about lives being taken. Brothers and
fathers and children are having each other put to death. Later he talks about those who kill the
body. With that in mind, it’s easy to see why he would warn his disciples about those who deny
him before others. Under normal circumstances, who would deny Jesus? But you could see how
someone would be tempted to deny him if his or her life were on the line. But he also hints at
lesser persecution—persecution from which you can flee from one city to the next, and
persecution that will be done in secret, hidden from public view, that will not be made known
until Judgment Day.

And all of this hostility will happen right up to the end: “Whoever endures to the end will
be saved.”

Jesus doesn’t sugarcoat what life is going to be like following him. He is up-front and
honest about what we can expect. In certain parts of Evangelicalism, you will hear a lot about
how we need to win the culture. Now it’s one thing to want everyone to be a Christian and to do
your best to witness about Christ to others as God gives you the opportunity to do so. That’s
exactly what Jesus is telling his disciples to do here. It’s another thing, however, to want to create
a Christian utopia here on earth, to want Christianity to be so dominant in our culture that people
would not dare to question or ridicule it, and would face swift repercussions if they did—and to
think that that can actually happen this side of heaven. To want that and to strive for that is to
want and strive for that which every human being without the Holy Spirit wants—to have his
own views and desires be dominant and to be treated like a lord by everyone else. Both here and
elsewhere Jesus says we are to expect the opposite.

We see his warnings on display today when professional sports organizations discourage
Christian athletes from expressing their convictions, and ironically discouraging them in the
name of tolerance, while being themselves very reluctant to tolerate Christianity. We this on
display when Christianity is associated with bigotry in the mainstream media. We see it on
display in church shootings. We see it on display in members of other denominations accusing
our denomination of being the arrogant or stuck-up church. We see it on display in family get-
togethers turning sour when the topic of religion comes up. And we see it on display in cases like
my former student’s, being belittled by her boss at work. And in a general way, it will get worse
before it gets better on Judgment Day, Jesus says.

This side of heaven, Christians will always be confessing Christ’s name and his truth in a
hostile world.



2. The Motivation

So if that’s Christ’s guarantee, why should we confess the Christian faith? Why not
abandon Christianity and not have to worry about any of this hostility? Why endure?

Christ gives us reason and motivation for continuing to confess his name—reason and
motivation both for our old person and for our new.

To our old person, Christ says things like this, “Whoever denies me before others, I will
also deny before my Father who is in heaven.” In 1799 John Adams, while serving as the second
president of the United States, left his home south of Boston to go to Trenton, New Jersey. He
stopped in East Chester, New York, along the way to see his daughter, Abigail Smith. There he
saw more family members than he expected to find. His son Charles’s wife, Sally, and her two
small daughters were also staying there because Charles had disappeared. And why had he
disappeared? He was bankrupt, unfaithful to his wife, and an alcoholic. In a letter to his wife, the
president wrote, “David’s [wicked son] Absalom [at least] had some some ambition and some
enterprise. Mine is a mere...beast.” He summed up his attitude toward his son Charles in three
words: “I renounce him.”

Can you imagine? Being disowned by your own father? If that thought appalls you, can
you imagine Jesus denying you before God the Father? “I don’t know him or where he comes
from.”

Jesus also says things like this, “Do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the
soul. Rather, fear the one who is able to destroy both soul and body in hell.” Jesus is reminding
us that even if the enemies of Christianity put Christians to death, God can do something much
worse to those who deny him. Humans can only kill bodies, but God can destroy body and soul.
Humans can kill, but only God can truly destroy. Killing has the connotation of simply putting a
life to an end. If you kill someone, his life is then over and done. But destroying not only has a
stronger connotation of force, but destroying can continue. Jesus is subtly reminding us that God
doesn’t condemn unbelievers to be killed in hell; he condemns them to be destroyed—it lasts for
eternity, which is a whole lot longer than any ridicule or harmful action you might have to endure
for Christ’s sake on earth.

But Christ also gives reason and motivation for continuing to confess his name to our
new person. He reminds us that in following him, we get to be like him: “A disciple is not above
his teacher, nor is a servant above his master. It is enough for the disciple to be like his teacher
and the servant like his master.” Yes, being like Jesus means sharing in his suffering and shame,
but it also means being clothed in his righteousness and being heirs of his glory.

Christ reminds us that we are members of his family and that he is our head and protector.
“If the master of the house was called Beelzebul, how much more the members of his household!
So do not be afraid of them, because there is nothing concealed that will not be revealed, and
nothing hidden that will not be made known.” Does a head of household just sit there and let his
family members be mistreated without taking action? Jesus doesn’t either. He says that, even if
their persecution happens in secret and behind closed doors, it will be made public on the last
day and we will be vindicated.

He reminds us of some basic truths that are comforting to us not just when we are being
persecuted, but any time we are experiencing trials and hardships: “Are not two sparrows sold
for a small coin? Yet not one of them will fall to the ground without the knowledge and consent
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of your Father. And even the hairs of your head are all numbered. So do not be afraid. You are
worth more than many sparrows.” God pays attention to each little sparrow, but he didn’t send
his Son to shed his blood and to pay for sin and to win eternal life for the sparrows. He sent him
to do that for you. You are worth more than many sparrows to him, so he pays far closer attention
to you than he does to birds. He will give you what you need and will sustain you.

Clinging to Christ in faith and confessing our faith before others, we will one day have
Jesus himself own up to us before his Father. Have you ever experienced being at an event where
there was a famous person, and someone you knew was able to bring you and personally
introduce you to the famous person? You feel special in that moment. You feel especially like a
somebody. You will never feel more special than on Judgment Day, when Jesus Christ, God’s
Son himself, smiles as you approach him and says, “Father, I would like you to meet someone
very dear to me.”

So yes, we have to confess the faith and endure persecution in a hostile world, but the
reward for confessing Jesus is definitely worth the cost of confessing Jesus. May he continually
refresh our souls with his grace and compassion, power and protection, so that we may always be
ready and willing to confess him before others in a hostile world and to endure in faith to the
end. Amen.



