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God often works in mysterious ways to bring unbelievers to Himself.  We have noted the trials of a man named Joseph over the past few weeks in Sunday School, how he was sold into slavery by his prideful brothers, set up by Potiphar’s wife, and unjustly imprisoned for crime he never committed.  God takes him to a place of prominence in Egypt and when famine hits the land, the same brothers who sold him into slavery are at his mercy.  As we will see in a few weeks, Joseph had a wise perspective on the tragedies of his life, tragedies that all pointed back to his brothers.  His testimony in the end, “You meant evil against me, but God meant it for good in order to bring about this present result, to preserve many people alive” (Gen. 50:20).  


We see a similar testimony in Peter’s sermon to the Jews shortly after the ascension of our Lord.  He straightforwardly pronounces the sins of the Jews in their trumped up charges against Christ that led to His death at the hands of men.  And yet, this was all according to “the predetermined plan and foreknowledge of God” (Acts 2:23).  What they meant for evil, God meant for good to preserve many people alive.  And from that day forward, out of the severest persecution known to man, the gospel began to spread in and around Jerusalem.


Then a man named Saul comes onto the scene.  His lot in life was to serve God by persecuting these that followed “The Way,” and he did it well.  So well in fact that Christians fled Jerusalem and Israel, scattering to all parts of Asia Minor.  But their message went with them, and the gospel spread across Asia Minor, the Middle East, Europe, and Northern Africa.  And in what we might call a twist of irony, God intervenes and chooses Saul, from that day forward Paul, to carry the message to the Gentile world.


We see this story over and again throughout church history, this truth that what man means for evil, God uses for His good in bringing a people to Himself.  This is set forth in our text this morning, where we see this glorious truth that the gospel of Jesus Christ is furthered through its rejection and the persecution of the saints.  Nothing, not even outright rejection, can thwart the plans of God for His glorious gospel.
I.  The Natural Man’s Belief of Christ Exposed (6:1-6)


 Our text has Jesus leaving Capernaum and returning to His hometown Nazareth, the place of His childhood and early adult life.  The place itself hints at the humility of Christ in coming to this earth.  Nazareth was not a very prominent place.  The town is nowhere mentioned in the Old Testament and Josephus, the Jewish historian, does not mention it.  The rabbinical writings, the Talmud and the Mishnah, have no references to Nazareth.  Apart from these references in the gospels, we would have no indication of the existence of Nazareth.  It is here in this little town in the middle of nowhere that Jesus grew up.


1.  Their preconceived notions concerning Christ (v. 2-4)


A few days after His return, on the Sabbath, Jesus “began to teach in the synagogue.”  As Geoff Thomas points out, from a human vantage point, the expectation would be that they would receive Jesus.
  We would be correct to surmise that they would hear His teaching and, much like Mary did when she received the truth from the shepherds, treasure up these things and ponder them in their hearts.  After all, they knew Jesus.  He had grown up among them.  He had lived in that little community of five hundred or so for at least twenty-five years.  They were eyewitnesses to the truth that “Jesus kept increasing in wisdom and stature, and in favor with God and men” (Luke 2:52).  He had played with their children and been an upright citizen.  He had kept the Sabbath and enjoyed going to the synagogue.  He had exhibited humility, compassion, and gentleness all of those days in Nazareth.  He had given honor and respect to His mother and father.  He never cheated and always finished his jobs.  We therefore might expect that these in Nazareth would welcome Jesus at His homecoming.  


But we read, “Many listeners were astonished” or “amazed.”  They were perplexed at Jesus’ teaching.  We are not told what it is that Jesus taught on this occasion but it certainly would have been characteristic of Jesus’ teaching on other occasions.  Many writers point out the fact that when Jesus taught, He plainly stated His truths, illustrated them, and applied them to His hearers.  Whatever Jesus taught on this occasion, it would have followed this model.  From a purely human perspective, the people would have clearly understood Jesus’ message.  So their astonishment on this Sabbath was not so much with the content of Jesus’ teaching, but with the person who delivered the message. 


This is seen in their questions in verses 2-3.  In their questions we see their preconceived notions concerning Christ.  Their questioning begins, “Where did this man get these things?”  Notice the emphasis on “man.”  Even though the very Son of God had lived in their midst for all those years, they refused to acknowledge Jesus as God.  Geoff Thomas notes the following:

Their perplexity wasn’t linked to God. There was, of course, Jehovah, the God of their fathers, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the God whose word was the Scriptures, the God who had promised one day to send the Messiah. They believed in God. He was that Lord who in the beginning made the heavens and the earth, the God who maintains summer and winter, seed-time and harvest. They were Jews, not Gentile unbelievers, and they were in the synagogue every Sabbath because of Jehovah their God. But then there was this fellow, and he was speaking to them in an amazing way.


Do you see what was happening here?  These people saw two completely different entities, Jehovah God and “this man” as they refer to Jesus, refusing to even mention Him by name.  We see their animosity brewing.  And of course, their refusal to acknowledge Jesus as God was born out of a heart of unbelief.  

Their unbelief is further exposed as they continued, “And what is this wisdom given to Him?”  On the surface this might appear to be an acknowledgement that what Jesus taught was in fact out of His wisdom.  But as the events show, this was a statement of sarcasm, one of ridicule.  What Jesus said made no sense to them.  It was a mystery and their ignorance of the mystery leads to undue speculation concerning Jesus.  Who was Jesus to come and teach these new things?  They acknowledge the hundreds if not thousands of miracles that Jesus had performed to this point to verify His teaching.  Those they could not deny.  But they ignored them because of their hard hearts.  Something that should have been plain to them with any amount of common sense simply outraged them even more.  Again we see the natural man’s heart exposed.  Once one denies the person of Christ, a refusal to acknowledge His work is soon to follow.  They refuse to consider that Jesus’ wisdom was from above, and they refused to acknowledge the very works given to verify His wisdom.


Then in verse 3 they ask, “Is not this the carpenter?”  This is the only place in Scripture that we read of Jesus’ occupation on this earth.  There are two things to note regarding this question.  First, because they refused to recognize that Jesus was the Son of God, they miss the humility of His occupation as a man.  The trade of carpenter was manual labor, an artisan’s trade that did not pay well.  It was a difficult trade that often led to poverty.  And yet these people did not recognize that the very Son of God was before them, the Son of God who left the glory of the throne room of heaven and condescended to man on this earth in taking on flesh and living and working amongst them.  These failed to know the truth that Paul later proclaimed,  “For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though He was rich, yet for your sake He became poor, so that you through His poverty might become rich”  (2 Cor. 8:9).  


Secondly, the question, “Is not this the carpenter?” was a verbal assault on Christ as Creator.  It was a question steeped in sarcasm.  “Is this man not only or simply a carpenter?”  Due to their failure to identify Jesus as God, they did not ascribe to Him the glory of the Creator, who had shaped and fashioned the universe and sustains it by His power.  To them, Jesus was just a man, a carpenter by trade.


They then question the legitimacy of Jesus birth.  They refer to Jesus as “the son of Mary,” acknowledging His earthly brothers by name and the presence of His earthly sisters.  Again, this is the only place where you can find this phrase in the Bible.  In Jewish society, the father’s name was always attached to the male child, even if the father had died.  The people calling Jesus “the son of Mary” was then at the very least disrespectful and was probably a reference to His illegitimacy.  Again, their denial that Jesus was the Son of God led them to deny His virgin birth as well.  They refused to submit to the truth that Jesus was born from above.

Then we see the result of these preconceived notions, “And they took offense at Him,” that is they were repelled by Him.  Their hearts of unbelief led to these preconceived notions and a refusal to acknowledge His glory.  This is the case with all men who are left to themselves and the obstinacy of unbelief.  They love darkness rather than the Light.  What these in Nazareth failed to recognize, as all unbelievers do, is that their enmity toward Jesus was enmity with God.  Their hearts are exposed by these questions.  Their hearts represent the hearts of all natural men.  Sinners are not neutral concerning Christ.  All sinners have preconceived notions about Him concerning His person and His work.  The gospel is offensive to the unbelieving heart and an absurdity to the unbelieving mind.  So, they rejected Him.

2.  Christ concerning their preconceived notions (vv. 4-6)


We then see Jesus’ response to their unbelief demonstrated in three ways.  First, by His words in v. 4, “Jesus said to them, ‘A prophet is not without honor except in his hometown and among his own relatives and in his own household.’”  Jesus responds with a common proverb.  Their rejection of Him was explained by the simple observation that those who know a prophet best think the least of him.  Jesus explains this observation in three concentric circles of relationships, each one defining relationships that are closer and closer to Jesus.  First, “his hometown,” then a closer relationship, “among his relatives” or extended family, and then the closest of relationships, “his household” or immediate family.  We have a similar proverb in our day, “familiarity often breeds contempt.”  As Kent Hughes suggests, “When you get close to others, you see their inconsistencies, foibles, and contradictions.”
  But it was just in this way that these in Nazareth were without excuse.  Jesus had no inconsistencies, no foibles, and no contradictions.  There was nothing about Jesus that should have bred any disrespect from those in Nazareth or from His family – except His message of truth.  They despised the message and in doing so despised the Messenger.  They were faced with a decision about Christ.  In the words of C. S. Lewis, Jesus was either Lord, a lunatic (which His family had already claimed previously, 3:21), or a liar.  These saw Jesus as a liar because of their supposed familiarity with Him.  But their preconceived notions prove they did not really know Him at all.

Second, Jesus’ response to their unbelief is demonstrated by His actions, or in this case, lack of actions.  Verse 5, “And He could do no miracle there except that He laid His hands on a few sick people and healed them.”  Their unbelief brought an indictment from Jesus in His refusal to do miracles in Nazareth.  “Could do no” or “could not” is not a statement of inability but of unwillingness, He would not.  J. C. Ryle is instructive here:

This expression of course cannot mean, that it was “impossible” for our Lord to do a mighty work there, and that although He had the will to do mighty works, He was stopped and prevented by a power greater than His own. Such a view would be dishonouring to our Lord, and in fact would be a practical denial of His divinity. With Jesus nothing is impossible. If He had willed to do works, He had the power

The meaning evidently must be, that our Lord “would” not do any mighty work there, because of the unbelief that He saw. He was prevented by what He perceived was the state of the people’s hearts. He would not waste signs and wonders on an unbelieving and hardened generation. He “could not” do a mighty work, without departing from His rule, “according to your faith be it unto you.”  He had the power in His hands, but He did not will to use it.


Ryle’s words are instructive because they reveal the truth that Jesus’ power was not somehow limited or inoperable because of their unbelief but that He was morally compelled not to do mighty acts among them.  Jesus’ power was bound only by Jesus’ will.  The importance of this truth cannot be overemphasized.  Geoff Thomas remarks:

God’s power is not limited by man’s unbelief.  We were dead in trespasses and sins, our hearts at enmity with God and yet the Spirit came upon us and made us alive and gave us repentance and saving faith and made us new creations… I affirm to you that man’s unbelief cannot resist omnipotence, but I insist on this, that there can be no putting forth of the power of grace where there is no trust, and where there is no faith in Jesus Christ. He will not give sacred things to dogs… The Lord cannot do that and remain the just and holy God. Christ could not do miracles in Nazareth - in that Christ- rejecting place - because he would not.


Third, Jesus response is shown in His emotions.  Verse 6, “And He wondered at their unbelief.  And He was going around the villages teaching.”  Jesus was amazed by their sin, astounded at their unbelief.  Of all the things in God’s Word that He could have been amazed by, the only thing we see that astonishes Him is man’s lack of faith.  Jesus had lived amongst them for almost thirty years.  They had no reason to reject Him.  He had done nothing but acts of mercy and grace.  It was to them He came preaching the wonderful news of the gospel and the kingdom of God.  And yet, they rejected Him.  Further, the promises of God had been given to their forefathers in a covenant relationship.  They had the Law that was given to them out of God’s grace to reveal their sinfulness.  The prophets of old had come to them and revealed the way of the Deliverer, the way that these sinful and obstinate people might be reconciled to God.  And now, the Prophet, Jesus Christ, stood in their very midst, ushering in the only way of salvation through Him as their Priest, who alone could act as both a Mediator and a supreme sacrifice to God for the sins of the world, proclaiming that the kingdom of God had come and that He was King of kings and Lord of lords.  And yet, they rejected Him.  And Jesus “wondered at their unbelief.”


I wonder how much more Jesus is amazed by man’s unbelief today.  You see, we have even more of Christ’s person and work revealed to us today in the Word of God.  We know the rest of the story.  The Scriptures proclaim that we are sinners separated from a holy God, deserving of nothing but His wrath and judgment; that God by His grace provided the only way that man might be reconciled to Him, and that is through His only Son, Jesus Christ, who came to this earth and dwelt among us, tempted in all ways just as we are, yet without sin.  This perfect obedience qualifies Christ alone to be the satisfactory substitute for the penalty for our sins.  This sacrifice was made at the Cross, where Jesus willingly laid down His life for all who will trust in Him and His finished work as the satisfaction for God’s wrath.  And His sacrifice was proved acceptable to God, who raised Jesus to life on the third day so that in Him we might have life eternal.  This we know, for the Bible tells us so.  


And yet, perhaps you are here this morning and reject Christ just as these who stood in His midst that day.  Then may you heed what happened next, “And He was going around the villages teaching.”  Jesus left Nazareth.  The glory of God departed from that place and Jesus never returned.  Dear friend, if you do not know Christ as Lord and Savior today, heed the warning.  You are given the benefit of sitting under the proclamation of the gospel and the teaching of God’s Word week in and week out.  The gospel has come to you today, just as it came to Nazareth.  But if you continue to reject Him, He will depart and you will be left in your sin, separated from God and deserving of His just judgment on your soul.  Repent and believe!
II.  The Spiritual Man’s Mandate for Evangelism Revealed (6:7-13)


One might think that the rejection of these at Nazareth might have somehow thwarted the work of Christ and His ministry of repentance and faith.  But notice what happens.  He leaves Nazareth and takes the message to the surrounding villages.  His rejection and persecution serve to take the message and the Messenger elsewhere.  But remember that Jesus came with His disciples, the twelve.  And Jesus relations with these men reveals Jesus’ mandate for evangelism.

1.   Messengers (vv. 7-9)


Mark notes that Jesus “summoned the twelve.”  The ESV has “He called the twelve.”  It is this group of men that Jesus had called to Himself, who had faithfully followed Him, though as we have seen in the past, their faith could often be described as weak or little and uninformed.  But they faithfully followed Christ in what they knew, and it is this group that Jesus poured His life into for three years.  They would be the ones, at least eleven of them, to carry on His work when He was gone.  It is these men that Jesus further trains on this occasion.  There are four things we note concerning these messengers of the gospel that are instructive.

a.  Called


First of all, these men were called by Christ and they faithfully followed Him.  Simply put, they were believers.  We are often quick to note that it is the duty of all believers to evangelize without stressing the important truth that they first be in Christ, chosen by God.  They must be His disciples.  This group of men was a special group set apart by Christ whose teachings would become the foundation of the Church.  There were many other disciples that Jesus could have sent out on this occasion, but it was these men who would be the example for all believers.  Christ called them, first four fishermen, then Levi the tax collector, then the other seven.  They believed, they followed, and now they were ready to be commissioned.  But only after they had trusted Him by faith.  So the first thing we note is that evangelism begins with the heart of the evangelist, a heart that has been called by God and turned to Him faithfully.  


b.  Sent


Second, they were sent.  We read that Jesus “summoned the twelve and began to send them out in pairs.”  According to Geoff Thomas, the purpose in sending them out in pairs was twofold.  It would be in accord with bearing a trustworthy witness to confirm the truth (Deut. 27:6) as well as a mutual encouragement and support to one another.
  The former was of importance given their message, a message that, as we saw with Christ, was often questioned and rejected.  If two came bearing testimony to the truth, as eyewitnesses, then a rejection of the message would be even more unfounded.  The latter would help them speak more boldly, knowing that there was another Christian listening.  It would also provide accountability for their message.  Some of the cults today have learned this.  That is why they always come to your door in twos.  We could perhaps learn from this in our door-to-door evangelism.  We could always draw from the encouragement of another believer who might be able to interject something when we are at a loss for words.  This would also provide for protection and accountability in what is said and done.


But of importance here is the truth that they were sent by Jesus, as all who have been called by Christ.  All who profess the name of Christ are to “Go, and make disciples.  There is the commission to all believers, to take the name of Christ with you, as you go, sent by Christ.


c.  Empowered


Jesus “gave them authority over the unclean spirits.”  This was something that could only be granted by the One who Himself had authority.  He gave them authority; they did not have it in themselves.  In other words, He empowered them for their work of evangelism.  They could expect opposition from even demons, which we have seen were in a flurry of action during Jesus’ time on this earth.  But they went forth with Jesus authority, empowered by Him.  Therefore, while they could expect stiff opposition, they could go boldly.


We too have this power.  We are promised the Holy Spirit to embolden us when we go forth with the gospel.  We are given the gospel itself, which is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes.  When we share the gospel, we speak empowered by the Spirit, knowing that the results are God’s.  We too can expect opposition, especially from those we are closest to.  This is where we can be encouraged that we are empowered by Him.


d.  Charged


Jesus then instructed them in how they were to go.  “He instructed them that they should take nothing for their journey, except a mere staff—no bread, no bag, no money in their belt—but to wear sandals; and He added, ‘Do not put on two tunics.’”  Here we note two things.  First, the charge reveals the urgency of their mission.  They weren’t to take a great deal of time in preparing, but simply go, trusting that they would be provided for.  The axe was being laid to the root of the tree and time was short.  These were dangerous times – John the Baptist was about to be murdered for preaching this very message.  There was no time for provisions.


But the charge also indicated the humble approach that these men were display as they entered others homes.  As Kent Hughes states, “When a man entered the Temple courts, he had to put off his staff, shoes, and money girdle.  That is, ordinary things were to be set aside.  It may well be that Jesus was also thinking of this, and that he meant his men to see the humble homes they would enter were every bit as sacred as the Temple courts.”


We too should hear this charge of urgency and humility in our evangelism.  We must evangelize the world as if there is no tomorrow, as if today is the day of salvation.  We must not have anything in our appearance, there must be nothing about us, that would cause one to reject the message because of us.  People will look for any excuse not to believe, including you.


2.  Method (vv. 10-13)


a.  Proclaimed the gospel (v. 12)


b.  Practiced the gospel (v. 13)


c.  Evaluated the response (vv. 10-11)
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