PENTECOST 18, B – September 26, 2021
SCRIPTURES – Numbers 11:4-30; James 5:13-20; Mark 9:38-50

Moses said to Joshua, "Are you jealous for my sake? Would that all the Lord's people were prophets, that the Lord would put his Spirit on them!"  Num. 11
We have some big names in today’s readings: Moses… John… I call them big names because, in our world, some names have more value than others. Tiger… Bush… Obama… Cruise… Springsteen… those who can drop one of these names as their friend or, better yet, their relative, will be shown deference. Doors will be opened. Sometimes, even we, the people of God, react this way.
Such deference, however, can oppose God. "My lord Moses, stop them," cried Joshua. Stop Eldad and Medad from prophesying! John and the other apostles tried to stop a man who was casting out demons in Jesus’ name “because he was not following us.” He was not part of their select group.
Select, and so more important. More deserving. When we think this way – and we all do. It’s not only part of our world; it’s part of our makeup… our self-focused, sinful nature that says, “What about me?” Joshua thought that Moses was not being given the respect he should have been given – and he was right – and so thought that the way for him to get it was by keeping others from using the gift that God had given them. The 12 apostles also tried to do this, perhaps because of feelings of inadequacy and jealousy. How could an unknown and unchosen follower of Jesus cast out demons, when they – whom Jesus had specifically chosen to be His apostles – had shortly before been unable to help a demon-possessed boy who had been brought to them?
We don’t want to be reminded of our inadequacies and failures, do we? And so, tear others down! Don’t rejoice in their successes, and even try to prevent them! Do you think you don’t do these things? Pastors blame their members when the church isn’t growing and prospering. They’re not doing enough! They’re promoting the wrong things! Parishioners criticize their pastors for not doing enough; or for preaching sermons that aren’t stimulating and don’t connect to their daily lives; or for making Sunday’s worship the same-old, same-old. It’s easy, in this world of comparing and contrasting and evaluating, to despise God’s gifts and His people, and so belittle what He is doing through them.
How we deserve our Lord’s judgment! See instead how patient our Lord is with us, and how humbly and willingly He serves and so helps us. When the people remembered how “good” they had it in Egypt, forgetting their terrible slavery there, and cried out against God because they were stuck with eating dull and boring manna, which God so faithfully provided them day after day after day… when Moses cried out against God, "Why have you dealt ill with me? And why have you laid the burden of all this people on me? Did I conceive all this people? Did I give them birth? Why are you treating me so poorly?”… how did God respond? Did He say to Moses, “Who do you think you are? How dare you, a sinner, judge Me?” Did He immediately strike the people with sickness? No! Instead, He provided Moses with helpers, and gave them the same Holy Spirit that He had given Moses that they might do God’s work by helping and serving the people.
And Jesus: when John and the other apostles tried to stop the man who was casting out demons in His name… tried to stop him from tremendously blessing other people, and honoring Jesus as he did so, and all because they were concerned about themselves… did Jesus immediately yell at them and harshly rebuke them, as they deserved? Did He cast them aside and choose others to replace them? No! He patiently taught them that every work done in His name – from the obviously great, such as casting out demons, to the rather insignificant, such as giving a cup of water to a thirsty disciple – is so great in God’s sight that He will remember it and reward those who do them. And, realize this: if you’re small and insignificant and have as the only thing that you can claim that you believe in Him, that you bear the name of Jesus… well, what could be greater than that?
Be encouraged by that anonymous man who was casting out demons. We know nothing about him, not even his name. John and the other apostles didn’t know him and rejected him. But, we do know one very significant thing about him: this unknown man was overthrowing the kingdom of Satan and all the powers of hell with the name of Jesus. He trusted in the power of that name, and was made powerful by that name.

You also have that name. And, with the name of Jesus: 

· You have the entire Trinity, for you were baptized into the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. As a child has his family with him to help him, so you in Jesus have the Triune God Himself and all His holy angels with you. He is a wall surrounding you, a shield before you. 

· You have the forgiveness of all of your sins, for Jesus bore their punishment and was cut off for you. In Him, then, you are a righteous person, one in whom God sees nothing wrong but only what is good and right and pleasing to Him. 

· As one who bears the name of Jesus you can call the Lord of the universe your Father! Your prayers are heard and are powerful because in Jesus you are God’s dearly loved child. Your Father will act for you!
· You can confess your sins to one another, pray for and forgive one another, and so overthrow the kingdom of Satan, because Christ has put His forgiveness into your mouths. “Forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us” He teaches us to pray, assuring us in this powerful prayer that we have His authority over sin. 

· You have the powerful Word of God, inspired by the Holy Spirit and written down for you, that you might know your God, praise His name, and proclaim what He has done. 

In Christ you are the light of the world… children of God… inhabitants of heaven. How greatly you are blessed! In His Name you have the Lord of the universe with you. How great you are!

So: why be jealous? Be content with who you are in Christ and who God has made you to be. There is great harm and danger in jealousy, in yearning for self! How deadly is this yearning which lies within us. It opposes Christ! Don’t ever make room for it or give in to it, for it will lead you to hell. Jesus warns, “If your hand causes you to sin, cut it off. It is better for you to enter life crippled than with two hands to go to hell, to the unquenchable fire. If your foot causes you to sin, cut it off. It is better for you to enter life lame than with two feet to be thrown into hell. If your eye causes you to sin, tear it out. It is better for you to enter the kingdom of God with one eye than with two eyes to be thrown into hell.” But, of course, the problem is really not our hands, or our feet, or our eyes. It is within. It is the desires that spring from our minds and hearts. We need to cut them off!
Thanks be to God that He has given us Jesus. He’s not only the Son of God, the second Person of the Trinity who is eternally one with the Father and the Holy Spirit. He also became man for you. As your Teacher and your Lord He is your head. He is also your Head in sins, for He took all your sinful desires and sinful thoughts and actions upon Himself, along with the sins of the whole world, and offered Himself up to be cut off and bear the unquenchable fire of hell because of them. He endured all of this as He offered up His life for you on the cross. But He rose from the dead, triumphant over them, and ascended to the right hand of the Father, where He speaks for you and sends His Holy Spirit down upon you. “Would that all the Lord's people were prophets, that the Lord would put his Spirit on them!" He has done so! You are blessed with His Holy Spirit and are made His people, to speak and work for Him!
You may not be great, like Moses. You aren’t a chosen apostle. But, you bear the name that is above every name! You have been joined to Christ and filled with God! Jesus has made you one through whom He will speak and act. Don’t disregard or belittle any of your actions as God’s child, especially those that help and serve His people. He sees and will reward them! Just don’t jealously try to dictate to Him when and how. He will do so in His way and at His own time.
Praise be to our heavenly Father for the gracious work He does in us and through us! This is all the gracious work of His Holy Spirit through Christ. May His name endure forever, His renown throughout all ages! (Ps. 135:13) Amen.
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