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In His Service
Jesus invites His followers to be a part of His work.

MATTHEW 9:35-38; 10:1-8
35 Then Jesus went to all the towns and villages, teaching in their 
synagogues, preaching the good news of the kingdom, and healing 
every disease and every sickness. 36 When He saw the crowds, He 
felt compassion for them, because they were weary and worn out, 
like sheep without a shepherd. 37 Then He said to His disciples, 
“The harvest is abundant, but the workers are few. 38 Therefore, 
pray to the Lord of the harvest to send out workers into His 
harvest.” 10:1 Summoning His 12 disciples, He gave them authority 
over unclean spirits, to drive them out and to heal every disease 
and sickness. 2 These are the names of the 12 apostles: First, 

Session  10

Dat e of My Bi bl e St u dy: _________

© 2015 LifeWay



102 E x pl or e t h e Bi bl e |  P er son a l St u dy Gu i de

Simon, who is called Peter, and Andrew his brother; James the 
son of Zebedee, and John his brother; 3 Philip and Bartholomew; 
Thomas and Matthew the tax collector; James the son of Alphaeus, 
and Thaddaeus; 4 Simon the Zealot, and Judas Iscariot, who 
also betrayed Him. 5 Jesus sent out these 12 after giving them 
instructions: “Don’t take the road leading to other nations, and 
don’t enter any Samaritan town. 6 Instead, go to the lost sheep of 
the house of Israel. 7 As you go, announce this: ‘The kingdom of 
heaven has come near.’ 8 Heal the sick, raise the dead, cleanse those 
with skin diseases, drive out demons. You have received free of 
charge; give free of charge.” 

Look for factors that prompted Jesus to instruct the disciples to pray for 
more workers.

FIRST THOUGHTS
A father is on the ground reaching under the car. He is straining with 
all his might to loosen a bolt. His young son draws up next to him 
with an offer: “I wanna help.” A mother is mixing ingredients for a 
cake when her young daughter says, “I wanna help.” Such is a child’s 
desire to help grown-ups, without regard for whether he or she can 
perform a grown-up’s task. God’s work in the world is not child’s play. 
However, He is looking for believers who possess a childlike attitude 
of desiring to help with the work. 

What tasks beyond their ability have you observed children wanting to 
help complete? What kind of response befits a caring adult? 

Jesus wanted the 12 disciples to be His helpers, but the task would 
be beyond their natural abilities. So He told them that divine help 
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would be available to them. When needed, the heavenly Father would 
help them know what to say. Not only that, but Jesus also told them 
they could help by praying for additional workers to join the task. On 
top of this, the Twelve had watched Jesus model the kind of work 
they would do. As was true of the Twelve, we also are commissioned 
by Jesus to join Him in His work. What is the level of our willingness 
to join Him in ministry to those around us?

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
MATTHEW 9:35–10:42
Matthew 9:35-38 serves as a summary passage that leads into 
chapter 10. The summary describes a season of Jesus’ ministry in 
which He engaged in teaching, preaching, and healing throughout 
unnamed towns and villages.  

Matthew 10 is the second extended discourse in Matthew, the 
first being the Sermon on the Mount in chapters 5–7. In this second 
discourse Jesus commissioned and instructed the disciples to be 
workers in an understaffed harvest. They were to be extensions of 
His own ministry of teaching, preaching, and healing (10:1-10). After 
identifying and instructing the chosen twelve, He told them how to 
handle both acceptance and rejection in the places they ministered. 
He gave them advance notice about persecutions that would await 
them. However, when they were taken to task for what they were 
doing, He promised that their heavenly Father would supply them 
with proper responses (10:11-25). 

Jesus encouraged the Twelve to face opposition without fear, since 
the worst that could happen to them would affect only the body, but 
not the soul. Since God placed high value on them, they could rely 
on Him to filter the persecutions that would touch them (10:26-31). 
Furthermore, Jesus encouraged them by explaining that His own 
mission in the world would involve stirring up opposition rather 
than bringing peace to those who chose not to acknowledge Him 
(10:32-39). His concluding note of encouragement for the disciples 
equated a welcoming reception of them to a welcoming of Him. The 
simplest of caring ministry to the people, even the offer of a cup of 
cold water, would bring lasting reward (10:40-42).
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EXPLORE THE TEXT
MOTIVATED BY COMPASSION (MATT. 9:35-36)

VERSE 35
35 Then Jesus went to all the towns and villages, teaching in their 
synagogues, preaching the good news of the kingdom, and healing 
every disease and every sickness. 

Jesus ministered in all the towns and villages. He continued teaching 
in the synagogues and preaching the good news of the kingdom. We 
have two options in interpreting the report that Jesus healed every 
disease and every sickness, depending on whether the reference is 
to the number or type of healing miracles. As to number, we could 
understand that Jesus healed 100 percent of the physical needs He 
encountered. To be sure, He could certainly have done so and quite 
possibly did. We could also understand the reference to mean that He 
encountered and healed enough people that examples of every kind of 
disease and sickness had yielded to His authority. In either reading of 
the passage, Jesus’ healing power is magnified. 

VERSE 36
36 When He saw the crowds, He felt compassion for them, because 
they were weary and worn out, like sheep without a shepherd. 

As Jesus ministered in the towns and villages, He perceived their 
spiritual condition to be comparable to sheep without a shepherd. 
Sheep without a shepherd would have become weary and worn 
out in their aimless wandering. Applying the analogy to the 
people He encountered, Jesus perceived that they lacked spiritual 
leadership, which was a reflection on the formal priesthood, 
along with the scribes and Pharisees. Without leaders that helped 
them understand God’s truths and His provisions for purposeful 
and fulfilling lives, the people were living in a kind of aimless 
spiritual vacuum. 

Jesus’ compassion obviously was the driving motivation for His 
ongoing engagement with people and their needs. The observation 
that Jesus felt compassion is quite revealing. Another way of 
expressing what He felt is that He was “moved with compassion.” 
The phrase renders a single Greek verb that is derived from a 
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term that commonly referred to inner bodily organs, such as the 
bowels and kidneys. We may well deduce that such was the depth 
of Jesus’ compassion that He literally felt something of a physical, 
gut reaction. People often experience physical sensations in times 
of heightened emotions. An athlete might feel “butterflies” in 
the stomach while awaiting the kickoff of a football game or the 
impending firing of the starter’s gun at a track meet. Jesus quite 
possibly felt a physical sensation when stirring concern for human 
needs arose as He moved among the people. In any case, His 
compassion was strong enough to stir Him to action and impel Him 
to involve the disciples in joining Him.

What scenes move you to compassion? How do those scenes compare 
with what Jesus was observing? 

CHALLENGED TO PRAY (MATT. 9:37-38)

VERSE 37
37 Then He said to His disciples, “The harvest is abundant, but the 
workers are few. 

Jesus’ compassion for the needs of people prompted Him to address 
the disciples about His concern. Changing from the analogy of sheep 
and shepherds, Jesus invoked that of a harvest and workers. He saw 
people with needs as a waiting harvest that needed reapers to join 
the work. 

Given the range of needs Jesus encountered and the number of 
those needs, He could have felt despair. However, He saw the needs 
as ripe opportunities for ministry. Therein is an example for all of us. 
Almost overwhelming needs come to our attention from all corners 
of the globe, as well as many lying within the shadows of our own 
lives. We have the option to despair over the depth and breadth of 
the needs or to see them as opportunities to follow Jesus’ example of 
caring and helping.  

VERSE 38
38 Therefore, pray to the Lord of the harvest to send out workers 
into His harvest.” 
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As a first step, Jesus challenged his disciples to pray to the Lord of 
the harvest to send out workers to assist in His work. By identifying 
himself as Lord of the harvest, Jesus affirmed His deity.

Something in us wants to ask, Why doesn’t the Lord just go ahead 
and send forth added workers? Why wait on us to pray? While the full 
answer may be bound up in God’s own heart, we can discern a 
principle about prayer. God wants to do many things in our world but 
has determined that He will do so only in answer to believing prayer. 
In such a principle, can we not detect the honor He bestows on His 
children by making us partners with Him in blessing humanity? If 
this principle is valid, then much divine help for our needy world is 
awaiting our devotion to prayer. 

What is the impact on the person who prays for God to send harvesters? 
How can the answer be found in the one praying? 

COMMISSIONED TO GO (MATT. 10:1-8)

CHAPTER 10, VERSE 1
1 Summoning His 12 disciples, He gave them authority over 
unclean spirits, to drive them out and to heal every disease 
and sickness. 

Jesus went beyond calling on the disciples to pray for additional 
workers. He commissioned them, sending them out to do the kinds 
of ministry He modeled before them. To equip them for the work to 
which He was sending them, Jesus bestowed on them authority to 
drive out unclean spirits and to heal every disease and sickness. 

From what we read of the disciples’ ministry after this occasion 
of being sent forth, it appears that the bestowal of authority for 
exorcisms and healings was not a permanent one. This leads to the 
possibility that the sharing of such authority was intended for the 
immediate mission to which Jesus was sending them. The other 
possibility is that the disciples could not exercise the authority at will 
but only by giving themselves to prayer and exercising personal faith. 
At a later time, when confronted with a man’s son that was possessed 
with a demon, the disciples were powerless to cast out the demon. 
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When inquiring why they were unable to effect a deliverance, Jesus 
told them that their powerlessness was due to a lack of faith, as well 
as the absence of prayer and fasting (Matt. 17:20-21). Their authority 
for doing mighty works was not open-ended and not available to them 
on their own terms. 

VERSES 2-4
2 These are the names of the 12 apostles: First, Simon, who is called 
Peter, and Andrew his brother; James the son of Zebedee, and 
John his brother; 3 Philip and Bartholomew; Thomas and Matthew 
the tax collector; James the son of Alphaeus, and Thaddaeus; 
4 Simon the Zealot, and Judas Iscariot, who also betrayed Him. 

Verse 1 referred to the “12 disciples,” and verse 2 refers to the same 
group as the 12 apostles. When termed disciples, the emphasis is on 
the Twelve being followers of Jesus and learners from Him. Now that 
they are being sent forth to minister, they are called apostles. The term 
apostles literally means “ones sent forth,” which is exactly what Jesus 
had in mind for them at this point. While we often use the terms 
interchangeably, sometimes referring to the Twelve as disciples and 
sometimes as apostles, the designations carry a subtle distinction. 
Those who were learners during the early period of being with Jesus 
reached a point at which they became extensions of Jesus’ ministry as 
those sent forth by Him.

In Luke we learn that Jesus spent a night in prayer before 
designating the Twelve from among a larger group of followers (Luke 
6:12-13). That Jesus elected to limit the band of disciples to twelve 
is often seen in relation to the twelve tribes of Israel. The current 
leaders of the Jews had become ineffective as spiritual leaders of God’s 
covenant people. Jesus was forming a new covenant people and raising 
up new leadership equal in number to the original twelve tribes. 

KEY DOCTRINE:  Evangelism and Missions

Missionary effort on the part of all rests upon a spiritual necessity of the 
regenerate life, and is expressly and repeatedly commanded in the teachings 
of Christ. 
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VERSES 5-6
5 Jesus sent out these 12 after giving them instructions: “Don’t 
take the road leading to other nations, and don’t enter any 
Samaritan town. 6 Instead, go to the lost sheep of the house 
of Israel. 

Before sending out the Twelve with His delegated authority, Jesus 
gave them specific instructions. His first instruction forbade them 
from ministering in any Samaritan town or taking roads leading to 
other nations. Specifically, Jesus assigned them a ministry to the lost 
sheep of the house of Israel. Later, of course, the gospel was taken to 
other nations, as well as to Samaritans. It was a matter of timing. The 
Twelve had not yet reached the time in their own spiritual journey 
that would equip them to minister to non-Jews. In addition, this 
contributed to the emerging, controlling principle in gospel outreach: 
“first to the Jew, and also to the Greek” (Rom. 1:16). 

Is Jesus always specific when He gives one of His followers an 
assignment? How can His assignments be both specific and general? 

BIBLE SKILL:  Use other Scripture passages to help understand a 
Bible passage.

We should avoid reading Matthew 10:1-8 as a “once and for all time” 
instruction for how missionaries on the field should be supported. The 
instruction here must be interpreted in light of the later instruction in 
Luke 22:35-36 and other passages such as 1 Corinthians 9:1-14. We also 
must avoid reading Jesus’ instruction about going to the lost sheep of 
the house of Israel (Matt. 10:6) as evidence that Jesus had no concern for 
Gentiles. Read Matthew 8:5-13 and 28:19. How do those passages add to 
your understanding of Matthew 10:6?
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VERSES 5-6
5 Jesus sent out these 12 after giving them instructions: “Don’t 
take the road leading to other nations, and don’t enter any 
Samaritan town. 6 Instead, go to the lost sheep of the house 
of Israel. 

Before sending out the Twelve with His delegated authority, Jesus 
gave them specific instructions. His first instruction forbade them 
from ministering in any Samaritan town or taking roads leading to 
other nations. Specifically, Jesus assigned them a ministry to the lost 
sheep of the house of Israel. Later, of course, the gospel was taken to 
other nations, as well as to Samaritans. It was a matter of timing. The 
Twelve had not yet reached the time in their own spiritual journey 
that would equip them to minister to non-Jews. In addition, this 
contributed to the emerging, controlling principle in gospel outreach: 
“first to the Jew, and also to the Greek” (Rom. 1:16). 

Is Jesus always specific when He gives one of His followers an 
assignment? How can His assignments be both specific and general? 

BIBLE SKILL:  Use other Scripture passages to help understand a 
Bible passage.

We should avoid reading Matthew 10:1-8 as a “once and for all time” 
instruction for how missionaries on the field should be supported. The 
instruction here must be interpreted in light of the later instruction in 
Luke 22:35-36 and other passages such as 1 Corinthians 9:1-14. We also 
must avoid reading Jesus’ instruction about going to the lost sheep of 
the house of Israel (Matt. 10:6) as evidence that Jesus had no concern for 
Gentiles. Read Matthew 8:5-13 and 28:19. How do those passages add to 
your understanding of Matthew 10:6?

 

VERSES 7-8
7 As you go, announce this: ‘The kingdom of heaven has come near.’ 
8 Heal the sick, raise the dead, cleanse those with skin diseases, 
drive out demons. You have received free of charge; give free 
of charge.” 

Jesus instructed the apostles concerning the theme of their 
preaching, telling them to announce: “The kingdom of heaven has 
come near.” He then listed specific acts of ministry for which He 
was giving them authority. He identified four specific ministries: 
healing the sick, raising the dead, cleansing skin diseases, and 
driving out demons. The biblical record does not give us detailed 
information about how well they did in each of these areas, or even 
if they ever raised the dead during the assignment. In any case, these 
were specific for that occasion but not extended as instructions for 
missionaries in the future. 

Jesus expressed the attitude the apostles were to take toward 
ministering to others: You have received free of charge; give free of 
charge. Two ideas emerge from this piece of instruction. One is that 
we minister best when we offer to others what we ourselves have 
experienced. Good teaching and preaching is that which contains 
the authenticity of one who speaks from having experienced what is 
being offered. More to the point is the other idea: the disciples were 
not to expect or receive payment for their ministry. This latter idea 
is not one that Jesus invoked for all future ministry but only for 
the mission among the lost sheep of Israel to which they were being 
sent at that time. 

Later in the New Testament, multiple passages set forth the 
principle of a worker being worthy of his hire. Paul received financial 
support for his work. For example, the Philippian believers gave 
financial support to him on multiple occasions, but only when the 
ministry was being performed in other places. In writing to the 
Corinthians, Paul made it very clear that every minister has the 
right to expect that his congregation will adequately care for his 
needs so that he can devote himself to the needs of the people (1 Cor. 
9:6-12). Today, local churches have the responsibility for adequately 
supporting their ministers and missionaries. 
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IN MY CONTEXT
The needs of those who have not heard the gospel should move us to 
compassionate action. We should pray for God to continue to call men 
and women to serve Him both vocationally and as volunteers. We can 
trust God to provide for those He sends, realizing that all believers 
have a responsibility to go or to provide.

When you hear or read about critical needs that people have, which types 
of needs tend to arouse your compassion? What can you do to enhance 
your compassion for others?

Reflect on the many evidences of human needs, both physical and 
spiritual, at both the local and worldwide level. Devise a systematic 
plan that would enable your group to focus each week on a specific 
need during group prayer time. Be sure to include a focus on sending 
out missionaries.

Examine your role in fulfilling Jesus’ commission to make disciples. What 
need is God continuing to bring to your attention, and how are you 
responding? What obstacles need to be addressed for you to help meet 
that need? List actions you need to take. 

MEMORY VERSE
Therefore, pray to the Lord of the harvest to send out workers into His 
harvest. —Matthew 9:38
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