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Thank God for Those Who Labor in the Lord

Amos 7:10-15

The LORD calls servants to labor for him.

10 Then Amaziah the priest of Bethel sent a message to Jeroboam king of Israel: “Amos is raising a conspiracy against you in the very heart of Israel. The land cannot bear all his words.  11 For this is what Amos is saying:” ‘Jeroboam will die by the sword, and Israel will surely go into exile, away from their native land.’” 12 Then Amaziah said to Amos, “Get out, you seer! (“seer” is another name for a prophet) Go back to the land of Judah. Earn your bread there and do your prophesying there.  13 Don’t prophesy anymore at Bethel, because this is the king’s sanctuary and the temple of the kingdom.” 14 Amos answered Amaziah, “I was neither a prophet nor a prophet’s son, but I was a shepherd, and I also took care of sycamore-fig trees.  15 But the LORD took me from tending the flock and said to me, ‘Go, prophesy to my people Israel.’ 

The phone rings at your home.  “Hello?”  A man on the other end says, “Yes, hi.  This is Joe Schmoe.  There’s a new house being constructed just off of Highway 313 near West Lincoln Trail Boulevard.  You’re taking over the foreman position.  See you tomorrow.”  Click.  Ok….I know how to swing a hammer and use a saw.  But I know next to nothing about plumbing, electrical work, installing insulation, cabinets, toilets, tubs and windows.  I don’t do that for a living!  Perhaps these were the thoughts running through the mind of Amos.  He was a rancher and forester by trade.  The LORD called him one day and said, “Go, prophesy to my people Israel.” (vs15)  Amos shepherded cattle and took care of sycamore-fig trees.  He was not qualified to preach and teach.  To make matters more difficult, the LORD sent Amos to the northern kingdom of Israel.  Amos was from the south.  No one would pay attention to a southerner…especially when they heard his message.  The people of Israel at that time were enjoying prosperity.  Business was booming and their boarders were bulging.  But their sins were far too numerous.  The LORD told Amos to deliver sledgehammer blows of warning and judgment upon his people.  The LORD would punish them for their sins.  He would send an enemy army to destroy the northern kingdom.  But the message Amos shared was not all doom and gloom.  At the end of his book he left the people with a message of hope.  He reassured God’s people that the LORD would preserve a remnant.  For the sake of that small group of faithful believers, he would bring his promised Messiah to save his people and the world from their sins. 

What an awesome privilege Amos had!  To be called by the LORD, to preach the full force of God’s law and condemn the people of their sins, and to be able to bring the soothing message of the gospel!  A contemporary of Amos was the prophet Isaiah.  He said, “How beautiful on the mountains are the feet of those who bring good news, who proclaim peace and bring good tidings, who proclaim salvation.” (52:7)   How beautiful are the feet of those who bring God’s good news message!  The same LORD who called Amos calls men and women today to go and prophesy to his people.  The LORD calls men to be like Amos, spiritual shepherds, who lead the Father’s flock and feed it.  The LORD calls men and women to be teachers of his little lambs.  What a great privilege and responsibility!  To be given the duty to to share the gospel!  To tell others that their sins are forgiven, for the sake of Jesus, who lived and died for them!  

Thank God for the men he has called to be pastors, for the men and women he has called to be teachers.  The LORD may have called you to be part of his flock through one of these called workers.  Maybe it was a Sunday school teacher who taught you about God’s plan to send his Son Jesus to save you.  Perhaps it was a pastor who baptized you.  Maybe it was a pastor who instructed and confirmed you in the true faith.  Thank the LORD for these men and women.  Maybe one day you will join the ranks of those who labor in the Lord for a living.  It is not too late to consider becoming a pastor or teacher.  Even if you, like Amos, have an occupation, it is not too late to consider enrolling as a student at Martin Luther College in New Ulm, Minnesota.  There our church body prepares men and men to teach in one of our Lutheran grade schools or high schools.  The college also prepares men to move on to the Seminary in Mequon, Wisconsin, where they are trained to be pastors.  It is not too early to begin thinking about the ministry. Even if your son or daughter is in grade school, consider enrolling them in one of our preparatory schools.  Encourage your son or daughter or grandchild to think about becoming a teacher.  Encourage your son to think about becoming a pastor, to be entrusted with the great privilege of proclaiming law and gospel, good news and bad news, to strengthen the flock, to “prophesy to my people”, as the LORD says.  Yes, today, thank the Lord for those who labor in his name.  Amen.   

Ephesians 4:11-16

Jesus calls his servants to build up the body of Christ.

11 It was he who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers, 12 to prepare God’s people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up 13 until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ.  14 Then we will no longer be infants, tossed back and forth by the waves, and blown here and there by every wind of teaching and by the cunning and craftiness of men in their deceitful scheming.  15 Instead, speaking the truth in love, we will in all things grow up into him who is the Head, that is, Christ.  16 From him the whole body, joined and held together by every supporting ligament, grows and builds itself up in love, as each part does its work. 

Let’s say that you see a new home being built just off of Highway 313 near Lincoln Trail.  You drive up to the home and inform the foreman, “I’m taking over construction.”  He would look at you at say, “Take a hike.”  For starters, he does not know if you are qualified.  Secondly, you have not been called to be the foreman.  In Paul’s letter to the Ephesians he makes it quite clear that Jesus divinely appointed specific positions for the public ministry.  Pastors…men who have been called by a congregation or church body to be shepherds of God’s flock, to administer the sacraments and teach the Word in its truth and purity.  Teachers….men and women called by a school or church to teach on behalf of the organization.  Public ministers of the gospel do not self appoint themselves.  They have been trained and called by the Holy Spirit through a group of believers to represent those same believers with God’s Word.

Jesus has a specific purpose for those who have been called publicly, “…to prepare God’s people for works of service.” (vs12)  Pastors and teachers are not called to do the work of sharing the good news of Jesus all by themselves.  They are called by God to equip the saints.  The saints assist those who labor in the Lord and sometimes even take the lead in service work for the Lord…for example, a President of the congregation, with evangelism, VBS, Sunday school, education, cleaning the church and so on.  Those who labor in the Lord use God’s holy Word to prepare his people for service.  Paul says in 2Timothy 3:16,17, “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.”  

As pastors and teachers equip their fellow believers with God’s Word, they also build up the body of Christ. (vs12)  Christ is the head of his body.  His body consists of you and all believers.  That body gets stronger when it exercises its spiritual muscles with regular study of God’s Word and by eating and drinking the Lord’s body and blood in Holy Communion.  This is what makes your faith strong and healthy.  But how can the body be strong and healthy when it does not take advantage of the opportunities presented?  Last week it was said, “The spiritual health of a congregation is indicated by the number of members in some kind of regular Bible study.”          

The apostle Paul warns us about the danger of not feeding our souls with God’s Word and sacraments.    

 “Then we will be like infants, tossed back and forth by the waves, and blown here and there by every wind of teaching and by the cunning and craftiness of men in their deceitful scheming.” (vs14)  Go back to the construction site.  Let’s say that you have been trained for the job of building a house.  What if you did not continue your education as a plumber, electrician or carpenter?  What if you did not read up on the new materials that become available?  Building codes change.  Will you build a house that is structurally unsafe or will burn down in an electrical fire?  Will you insulate a home with materials that are discovered to be unsafe and hazardous, like asbestos?   

What if you do not continue to grow in your knowledge and faith through regular Bible study?  What if you do not continue to fill up with Christ at the altar?  “Then,” Paul says, “you are an infant Christian, regardless of your chronological age.”  Those who are spiritually immature are like unsophisticated buyers being worked over by a slick salesperson.  You don’t know the product, yet decide to purchase spiritual snake oil.  Here’s an example: How many of you have ever watched the preachers on television, or read a spiritual self-help book or listened to your neighbor or coworker spout off what they think the Bible says?  Most of them have a message that sounds grounded in scripture, but how do you know, unless you yourself are grounded in the Word every day?  How do you know that what they are preaching is what God says in his Word?  Then you are like a ship, tossed this way by that teaching and this way by that opinion.  If you are not filling up with Christ regularly, you may be filling up with false teaching.    

Thank God for those who labor in the Lord!  They convict our hearts with the law, and remind us that we have not been faithful in strengthening our faith, that we have been unfaithful with God’s Word and his sacraments, and for this we deserve to die forever.  Thank God that those who labor in the Lord who bring to us the message of hope that Jesus suffered and died so that God’s anger will not burn against you and me.  It is this message of the gospel, the good news that Jesus saved us for eternity, that we reconsider our spiritual exercises.  It is because of Jesus, who died for us, that we want to learn more about him and what he did for us so that we might “…reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, attaining the whole measure of the fullness of Christ.” (vs13)  Paul says, “Thank God for those who labor in the Lord, who equip you and build you up.  Their goal is that we believe just as though we were all one person.”  What a neat concept!  And notice that Paul says we.  He lets the members of the church of Ephesus know that it is not just them who need to grow, but also himself, an apostle, a pastor, he needs to grow in his faith and knowledge.  Paul needs to become more mature in his faith.  He has not reached the full measure of the fullness of Christ.  And will not until heaven.  But until then, he will set the example by striving to grow in his knowledge of the Lord Jesus, to fill up with Christ. 

Thank God for pastors, teachers and elders make phone calls, home visits, to encourage those who have strayed, to motivate those who have not been regular attendees of Bible study, to set an example, to speak the truth in love, to keep them from danger, to keep them strong through the Word and Lord’s Supper.  Thank God for those he has called to labor in the Lord, who build up the body of Christ.  Amen.    

Jesus gives his servants all they need to labor for him.

7 Calling the Twelve to him, he sent them out two by two and gave them authority over evil spirits. 8 These were his instructions: “Take nothing for the journey except a staff—no bread, no bag, no money in your belts.  9 Wear sandals but not an extra tunic.  10 Whenever you enter a house, stay there until you leave that town.  11 And if any place will not welcome you or listen to you, shake the dust off your feet when you leave, as a testimony against them.” 12 They went out and preached that people should repent.  13 They drove out many demons and anointed many sick people with oil and healed them. 

Let’s say you’ve finished your training for plumbing, electrical work and carpentry.  The foreman in charge of building that new house on Highway 313 calls you up and says, “Come down to the house tomorrow.  I want you to work on it.”  As you arrive at the house the next day he hops in his car and says, “It’s all yours.  See ya’ later,” and drives off.  That’s not fair.  You can’t build the house all by yourself.  It would be nice to have some assistance.  When Jesus sent his disciples out into the mission field, he sent them out two by two.  Jesus knew that not every village the disciples traveled to would receive the disciples’ message with joy.  Some would verbally abuse them.  Others would slam the door in their face.  Some might even challenge them theologically and make them question their faith. But where there are two, the one can give the other mutual support, the other can encourage the one.  This is why our Wisconsin Synod does not send a missionary to a foreign country all by himself.  The synod sends two missionary families together.  This is why we at Faith try to send two people to make an evangelism visit.     

When Jesus sent his disciples out to preach the gospel he gave them power over evil spirits.  If the disciples were Christ’s representatives, they ought to have the same message and abilities as their Teacher.  When the people of Israel would listen to the message that the Messiah has finally come, and see the miracles, they would believe that the message is true, and have to conclude that their words have power!  The message the disciples shared was power, “Repent for the kingdom of God is near!”  That message changed hearts from spiritual deadness to living souls.  

Jesus also gave his disciples an unusual directive.  Do not take any physical necessities except the clothes on your back.  If you come to a home that welcomes you, stay there.  They will provide for your needs.  Why was Jesus doing this?  Later in Matthew 28:20 he would say, “Surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.”  In Mark 13:11 he said, “Whenever you are arrested and brought to trial, do not worry beforehand about what to say.  Just say whatever is given you at the time, for it is not your speaking, but the Holy Spirit.”  He was teaching them reliance on the gospel, trust in his Word and promises.  All the disciples needed was the promise that Christ would always be with them, even after he ascended.  The power of their ministry was in the message they shared.  The gospel was all they needed. 

No matter what our situation, every Christian, lay person, pastor, teacher, elder, still needs Christ and his message.  Without Christ in our lives we are dead in God’s sight, we are bound for hell, we are under Satan’s control, sin will be our master and death is something we dreadfully fear.  Paul in Colossians 1:13 writes, “For he has rescued us from the dominion of darkness and brought us into the kingdom of the Son he loves, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins.”   Since the Father rescued you from all of your enemies, he has called each and every one to be his disciple, to go and preach.  You don’t need to be a pastor to preach to your neighbors and relatives.  What message will you share?  Paul told the Corinthians, “For I resolved to know nothing while I was with you except Jesus Christ and him crucified.” (1Cor 2:2)  To the Romans Paul said, “I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God for the salvation of all who believe.”  (Rom 1:16)  The gospel is all that you and I need.  It is your power.  It is your source of salvation.  It is your comfort in death.  It is your hope of eternal life.  It is that message of hope, power, comfort, strength that you will gladly share with those who have no hope.  Thank God for the gospel.  It is all you need to labor in the Lord.  Amen.

