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See, I am sending you out like sheep into the midst of wolves; so be wise as serpents and 

innocent as doves.  Mt. 10:16 

 

 Not everyone is able to work from the safety of home during this pandemic.  

 

 To be sure, those who can and do work from home face definite stress I do not want to 

minimize or gloss over. Working from home makes harder the already difficult trouble of finding 

the balance between work and home. Those who already feel badly about the imbalance there 

feel the imbalance all the more during the pandemic when work and home intersect and openly 

compete for attention. Not only is there no getting away, there are feelings of guilt for wanting to 

get away, and workers from home can quickly feel inadequate both as members of families and 

as members of the work force. 

 

 But since the pandemic does not seem to be abating and since a number of church people 

cannot work from home but need to venture out – whether to a clinic, hospital, school, or other 

place of work where they are vulnerable to the virus – I want to put the emphasis there this 

morning. Is there any word from the Lord this Labor Day for people who cannot work from 

home? 

 

 I turned to the Bible with that question in mind and was led to our passage for today. To 

apply it directly to workers amid the pandemic is to lift it out of its context, I know, but there are 

some sufficient parallels between its ancient context and the present situation to justify the 

application. 

 

 Matthew 10 is known as our Lord’s missionary discourse. Here he sends the twelve away 

from the safety of his physical presence and into a society that may prove hostile to them, even 

dangerous. The errand upon which the Lord sends them is a hard work in a risky place. 

 

 Listening to what our Lord said to those disciples he sent into a difficult field can help us 

hear God’s word to people who cannot work from home. 

 

The Lord calls people to work where there is need. 

 There is a need for work in places full of risk. The twelve were sent into various towns 

and villages, and they did not have an abundance of “protective gear” (see Mt. 10:9). They were 

sent to people who were sick, even those who were sick with the contagion of leprosy (Mt. 10:8). 

Moreover, Jesus warns that hostility awaits the disciples whom he sends. The disciples would be 

in these towns and villages like sheep in the midst of wolves. Something snarling was always 

going to be lying in wait, and they were susceptible. 

 



 Today people are sent by the necessity of their work into places where the virus may 

spread. It is easy for them to picture themselves as innocent sheep at risk from dangerous wolves. 

They leave home healthy, and home to come home just as healthy. 

 

 The sense of call that you have be your strength. Back in the 1800s when Mary Slessor 

was still at home and thinking of becoming a missionary to certain region of Africa, her friends 

tried to dissuade her by warning her of the terrible dangers she would face once she was there. 

But she felt as if it was the Lord who was sending her forth to that work – calling her to it – and 

that sense she was on an errand for God became a source of courage and strength.
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 I suspect that many of you who must work away from home now have deep inside you a 

sense of calling just like that. You teach because you are answering something larger than 

yourself. You are a nurse because you feel drawn to provide care and comfort to the sick. You 

serve in the way that you do whatever your employment is because you see the human need 

being met by your work and that need is like an inner compulsion that sends you forth. 

Mustering the courage to leave home for work can be hard given the risks and vulnerabilities that 

await you, but the sense that you are called and sent by God can be your courage and your 

strength. 

 

The Lord counsels people to take wise precautions. 

 Jesus knew he was sending his disciples into dangerous places, and he told them to 

beware. He told them to act wisely. He told them to be aware of their surroundings. All that must 

have meant he wanted them to keep a safe distance from danger even as they went boldly into 

the place of vulnerability. He wanted his disciples to serve as they were called to serve but at the 

same time to protect themselves from people who were high risks. His words of warning are 

beware and be wise. The divine calling is to courage, not to foolishness. 

 

 Jesus still bids his people to beware. The Lord wants you to take every necessary 

precaution at your disposal. That means abide by the advice of the wisest scientists God has put 

in place to help us all through this mess. Treat their words to the wise as gospel. Wear a mask, 

and wear it properly, covering your nose as well as your mouth. Practice the best social 

distancing conditions allow. Wash or otherwise sanitize your hands frequently, and keep surfaces 

clean. 

 

 The Lord does not want anyone to be cowardly, but still less does the Lord want any of 

his servants to be foolish. As in everything Christian, put others first rather than yourself. That 

means not only those at work but also those at home. You don’t want to succumb to sickness 

yourself and you do not want to carry it to any in your family circle. Be courageous, then, 

without being dumb. “Take every reasonable precaution and then go forward in faith.”
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The Lord promises his presence. 

 Jesus did more than counsel against worry. He promised his presence that can banish 

worry. He taught his disciples they could count on the Spirit of God to be with them in whatever 

tight situation they might find themselves. 
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 For a contemporary example of this, turn to Frances Perkins, Franklin Roosevelt’s 

Secretary of Labor and the first woman to be named a Cabinet Secretary in United States history. 

In early 1939, a Republican Senator from New Jersey brought up impeachment charges against 

Frances Perkins, largely having to do with questions related to immigration policies. Perkins was 

summoned to testify before a Senate panel, where the questions were not all friendly. Frances 

Perkins said that when she walked into that room where the interrogation was to take place she 

felt as though she was walking into a den of lions. But she was unafraid. The secret of her 

courage was this. She said, “I had a sense of a spiritual companion . . . . I had a sense of the Lord 

Jesus looking after his people and walking beside them.”
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 The Lord’s work done in the Lord’s way will have the blessing of the Lord’s presence.
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 Make no mistake, however: the promise of the Lord’s presence is not a promise of 

immunity. Robert Murray M’Cheyne was a faithful young pastor visiting his people during a 

typhus epidemic in the early 1800s. He contracted typhus from a parishioner and died at 29.
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Father Damien was a faithful priest ministering to lepers in Hawaii. Father Damien was doing 

the Lord’s work but nevertheless contracted leprosy himself and died at 49.
6
 I think, and many of 

you may agree, that Martin Luther King, Jr. was doing the Lord’s work in his labors for civil 

rights and workers’ rights, yet he was assassinated on a Memphis balcony at 39. I am sure all 

these faithful men felt the presence of Jesus, but the presence of Jesus, real though it is, is no 

inoculating vaccine preventing tragedy or sorrow. Authentic Christianity does not brag that God 

will keep faithful workers perfectly safe. Authentic Christianity understands our text for today 

and sees that Jesus promises his presence and calls for caution. So, when you head out to work 

away from home, know God is going with you but beware; beware and know that God is going 

with you, and let those be the twin truths by which you go about your business. 

 

 Whether you work from home or from elsewhere I suspect you make a daily “to do” list, 

whether in the morning or the night before. When you make your daily “to do” list, ask yourself, 

“What is the will of God for me today?” And answer in this way: “God wishes me to answer my 

call to serve, to take every wise precaution God provides, and to know that I go nowhere without 

Christ as Companion, Friend, and Co-worker.” Perhaps you can seal the list with this prayer, 

taken from a favorite hymn but reapplied to a new situation: 

  Tis grace has brought me safe thus far 

  And grace will lead me home. 
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