The Psalm is wonderful:  “Shout joyfully to God, all the earth! Sing about the glory of His name; make His praise glorious.  Say to God, “How awe-inspiring are Your works! Your enemies will cringe before You because of Your great strength. All the earth will worship You and sing praise to You. They will sing praise to Your name.”  And then you see the word, “Selah” which means - “stop - reflect - be amazed.”     

I’m going to jump ahead a few verses.  Today Jesus sends out 72 disciples to proclaim, “the Kingdom of God is near...”  When the disciples return, they told Jesus, “Lord, even the demons submit to us in Your name.”  And Jesus responded, “I watched Satan fall from heaven like a lightning flash. Look, I have given you the authority to trample on snakes and scorpions and over all the power of the enemy;  nothing will harm you. However, don’t rejoice that the spirits submit to you, but rejoice that your names are written in heaven.”

A couple of quick points:
First, Jesus empowers and sends ALL His people out to proclaim, “the Kingdom of God is near.”  If you call yourself a “believer” and “follower of Jesus” - you are a missionary.  You don’t have to quit your job and move to Africa, Asia or Iowa - but you are a missionary - wherever you work, play and live.

Second, when Jesus says “I have given you the authority to trample on snakes and scorpions - and nothing will harm you...” - a little advice - don’t try it unless you’re wearing cowboy boots like me.  When Jesus says “nothing will harm you” He doesn’t mean you won’t get bit or stung - He means when you die - you get to go to heaven - and no one can steal that from you.  If you decide to walk around playing with snakes, spiders, scorpions and sharks - you’ll just get there a lot faster.

Third, and most important - God’s greatest glory - God’s greatest miracle - God’s greatest work is you.  I know people are hung up talking about Him parting the Red Sea, turning water into wine, knocking down the walls of Jericho - but none of them hold a candle to what God has done and is doing in you.  That’s why Jesus said, “don’t get excited about the little stuff - get excited that you are a child of God and your name is written in God’s party book.”

For us to understand the lessons, we need to start at the end and make our way to the beginning to get the full context of the story.

Jesus says, “Whatever house you enter, first say, ‘Peace to this household.’  If a son of peace is there, your peace will rest on him; but if not, it will return to you” and “When you enter any town, and they don’t welcome you, go out into its streets and say, ‘We are wiping off as a witness against you even the dust of your town that clings to our feet. Know this for certain: The kingdom of God has come near.’ ”

Last week Jesus went to a town and offered to heal the sick, cast out demons and forgive sins - and that particular town said, “go away - we don’t want you...”  This caused James and John to ask, “can we call down fire from heaven to show them who they’re messing with?” This context helps us to understand what Jesus is saying today.

Can you imagine if calling down fire from heaven was a perk for followers of Jesus?  Every time someone annoyed you, contradicted you or cut you off on the H-1 - you could snap your fingers and fire would fall from heaven.  The sad part is - there are pastors and churches out there who actually think this should be one of their spiritual gifts - instead of just “shaking off the dust of their feet” they would wipe out everyone who doesn’t agree with them.  Not exactly Gospel.

In Matthew 18, Jesus gives us a formula to follow when we disagree with someone.  First we go and try to work it out one on one.  If that doesn’t work we involve a few others - and to be fair those 2 or 3 others should be impartial - they should be more interested in the truth than the pizza dinner we bribed them with.  If the 2 or 3 others still can’t reach an agreement - Jesus says involve the community of believers.  I know it says “church” - but I’m not sure Jesus wants us to bring up two people during the children’s message and have the congregation vote on which one is right.  I could see that going sideways and next thing you know the whole church is fighting.  The purpose is for the two who are disagreeing to have the community of believers help them work through the issue.  The goal is not for one of them to be right and the other to be wrong so one can call down fire from heaven on the other - the goal is for the two to be reconciled.

The last step - if it is determined there is a right and a wrong - and the wrong is clearly wrong according to God's Word - and harm will result if the wrong is not repented of - that person is sent outside the community and “treated as a tax collector and sinner” - not so those who were right can rain down fire from heaven on them and feel all self-righteous - but so restoration can take place.

If you stop and think about “tax collectors and sinners” - and I’ll put a couple of names to those professions: “St. Matthew and St. Mary Magdalene” - you might see it a little differently. Jesus sought out the Matthews and the Marys - He intentionally went to those who were possessed by demons and had been cast aside by society and who were forgotten.  He even went to those who had caused great harm to individuals and communities - and the name that comes to mind here is Legion.  And when Jesus went to these “tax collectors and sinners” He proclaimed the Kingdom of God was near.  Actually the Kingdom of God was standing right in front of them - and He invited them to experience love, forgiveness, grace and community.  I hear Matthew 18 saying we should treat these folks like, “tax collectors and sinners” - meaning love them back into the community - not call down fire from heaven.

But it is always far easier to decide to do such things in your head than it is to do such things with your heart, your mouth and your hands.  When I have a relationship that is broken - and I try to fix it by saying, "Peace to you!” - and not only don’t they receive it - but they throw it back in my face - I know I should peacefully walk away shaking the dust off my boots and not call down fire from heaven - but I do kind of hope a bird poops on their newly washed car.

Which is why I have this verse - if you remember only one thing from today - this is it:  Romans 12: 8, “As far as it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone.”  Did you hear that:  “As far as it is possible” - because sometimes it’s not - “as far as it depends on you” - you are not responsible for the other person - “live at peace with everyone.”  And this is because you have better things to do than walk around being angry or hoping birds poop on people’s cars.  
 
You do not have to rent space out in your head to people.  You do not have to let people hijack your thoughts.  You do not have to let people steal your peace or make you feel miserable.  You may not be able to fix things - or fix them - but you can choose to live at peace.  Rarely can we control the things that happen to us - but we can always choose how we respond.  And that is important!

In this week’s Gospel, Jesus says, “if people don’t like what you have to say - or maybe they just don’t like you - shake the dirt off your shoes and move on.”  Too often we think everything has to go right for us to have peace. That means we are relying on the people around us to do what we think is right - so we can be at peace.   

“Not everyone is going to share in your peace” - that’s Jesus’ way of saying, “sometimes people aren’t ready for what you are offering - sometimes their life is upside down and it doesn’t have anything to do with you - and sometimes it really is personal - they can’t accept what you are offering because they can’t accept you."

So, Jesus says, “if you offer peace - and they don’t accept it - the peace returns to you.”  But if you keep that peace from returning to you by trying to call down fire from heaven or hoping birds poop on their car -  it’s a different story - and you are suffering not because of them, but because of you.  Jesus says all the people you interact with everyday are not the source of your peace - they can’t be the source of your peace - so let it go (cue the Frozen soundtrack).

When you kick the dust off your boots - they become God’s problem.  To be honest they were always God’s problem - but God sent you to them and if they reject your peace - you’re done.  And when you say, “The kingdom of God has come near to you” - it’s not a threat or an accusation or a zinger - it’s just noting God made an offer - and they weren’t interested - and hopefully next time their hearts will be open - because it’s not about us being right and them being wrong - it’s about God loving all of us - no matter who we are - into His kingdom. 
 
Here is one of the best things about God - and King David talks about it in our Psalm.  God will do what God is going to do - and He isn’t going to throw someone into hell because they were having a bad day or because they didn’t listen to us.  God doesn’t want anyone to perish - it says that in 2 Peter 3.  That’s not an excuse for us being lazy - but comfort when we can’t seem to connect with them.

The Kingdom of God that Jesus brings is a different kind of kingdom than we would choose.  We would create a kingdom where we could call down fire from heaven or make people who disagreed with us wear scarlet letters or banish them from our community - and everyone on the inside gets to make fun of those on the outside.  But that kind of kingdom doesn’t bring peace - it just isolates us from anything and everything we don’t like - and before long we're the only ones left in our perfect little kingdom - and then we start arguing with ourselves because you always need an enemy.

Jesus’ kingdom is a source of peace that doesn’t come from other people.  Peace isn’t because we’re right or even more correct than others.  It doesn’t come because people agree with us.  It isn’t because the kids are fine, our marriage is fine, school is fine, our neighbors are fine or because we have money in the bank, food in the fridge and our car is bird poop free.  In Jesus’ kingdom all those things could be a mess and we would still have peace because we are loved, we are forgiven, we are covered in grace and maybe even bird poop.

True peace - the kind that surpasses all human understanding - is found where the Gospel makes itself known through God’s mercy, forgiveness, love and justice.  This peace comes from God and is offered to everyone - no matter who they are, where they were born, who their parents are or anything they did or didn’t do in the past.  God’s peace is a gift.

You were made in the image of God.  God didn’t create you so He could ignore you.  He took and takes a personal interest in you and in your life.  If you want to know more about it - read Psalm 139.  But for now it’s enough to know this image - this holy and beautiful but unfortunately because of sin fractured image of God - is what Jesus’ redeemed through His death on the cross.  At your baptism God breathed His Spirit - His breath of life - back into you.  He called you by name.  You are His and He isn’t ever going to let you go which is why He is working through His Spirit to restore you.

And now, as you go about your life - you are a living testimony to God’s grace and mercy.  You are His greatest work - His masterpiece.  But you can’t stop there.  You were created to be more than a saintly picture on the wall that walk by and ooh and ahh over.  It’s great your name is written in God’s party book and you have an engraved invitation to heaven.  But heaven won’t be the same without those around us - who are still breathless - and that includes those we struggle with.  That's why God sends us to speak His peace to them. 

And we pray it finds its way into their life.  When it does - the angels in heaven rejoice - when it doesn’t God’s peace returns to us and God sends someone else to speak to them.  God really doesn't want anyone to perish and will give them every chance He can - so great is the love of God.

God isn't just interested in making us better people - He wants to teach us to love and forgive others the way He loves and forgives us.  He doesn’t need us to be perfect - that’s what Jesus is for - He needs us to be forgiven - which means covered in grace and with His breath within us so the world knows He is at work in us.  We aren’t perfect - not even close.  And every time we have His breath knocked out of us - He stoops down and breathes it back into us.  That’s what God wants the world to see - we aren’t perfect - but we are forgiven and that brings us a peace that goes beyond anything anyone can give us.

And you never know who might watching - who - because of what they are going through - might be open to experiencing the life-giving, sin-forgiving, heaven-gifting breath of God even though they have rejected every single time before.

And so we put our boots on and head out the door and keep going and speaking the peace of God to whoever will listen - in the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
