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COMPASSION, COMISSION, AND EQUIPMENT  

By Rev. Dr. Don Algeo 

 

Summary: What was true of the first disciples remains true for all of us. 

As we reflect on this passage (Matthew 9:35 – 10:8),  three themes emerge, and 

they supply the title for the message today: the three themes are compassion, 

commission, and equipment.  But what’s important is that these themes describe 

not only the ministry of Jesus and his disciples; they continue to describe the 

ministry of the church today, if it’s to be an effective ministry.  But perhaps even 

more importantly, at least for a church like ours, is that the truths they reflect apply 

in different ways to different congregations of believers.  They’re not one size fits 

all, but rather a varied wardrobe, adaptable in different ways in different 

circumstances and different times.  Let’s consider them in turn to see what I mean. 

We’ll start with compassion. 

Our selection begins with one of the most moving descriptions of our Lord's 

ministry. Matthew tells us that Jesus went through all the towns and villages, 

teaching in their synagogues, proclaiming the good news of the kingdom, and 

healing every disease and sickness. Then Matthew adds these words: “When he 

saw the crowds, he had compassion on them, because they were harassed and 

helpless, like sheep without a shepherd.” 

Those words reveal the very heart of Christ. The foundation of his own personal 

ministry was always compassion. Before there was a mission, there was mercy. 
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Before Jesus sent his disciples into the world, he looked upon the people he was 

sending them to, and his heart was moved. 

The compassion of Jesus isn’t merely sympathy. It is not simply feeling sorry for 

someone. The word Matthew uses suggests a deep stirring of the heart, a profound 

response to human need. Jesus looked beyond the surface. He saw people carrying 

burdens, living with fears, wrestling with illness, struggling with guilt, and 

searching for meaning.  However these crowds may have appeared to others, Jesus 

saw them as they really were: sheep without a shepherd. 

And what a compelling image that is. Sheep are vulnerable creatures. They are not 

known for their strength or their ability to find their own way. Without a shepherd, 

they become lost, exposed, and endangered. 

This compassion of Christ for the troubled and lost is also reflected in our reading 

from Romans. There Paul reminds us that God's love was demonstrated not when 

we were at our best but when we were at our worst. “While we were still sinners, 

Christ died for us.” 

God didn’t wait for humanity to become worthy. He acted because of love. He saw 

our helpless condition and came to our rescue.  That is compassion in its highest 

form, compassion that doesn’t judge but rather feels sympathy, compassion that is 

clear-eyed yet tenderhearted, compassion that embraces rather than rejects. 

And for that very reason, a congregation such as our own can be uniquely qualified 

to serve as Christ’s disciples. 

The model of compassion that Christ provides invites us to look behind the masks 

people wear; to seek their true selves, including their difficulties, their failures, 

their pains.  And perhaps that is one reason why older folks can often make the 

most effective ambassadors of Christ, even if they don’t think of themselves in 

those terms.  After years of living, loving, grieving, and persevering, they learn to 

see beyond appearances. They understand that every person has a story. They 

know, in a first-hand way, a way based on long observation unavailable to those at 

earlier stages of their lives, they know that behind a smile there may be sorrow, 

and behind success there may be struggle. 

And our own relatively long lives may even testify to that reality. Looking back 

over the years, many of us – including yours truly – recognize that God's grace 

reached us long before we fully understood it, or even realized that we needed it. 

There were times when we wandered, when we doubted, when we failed and 



struggled, yet God did not abandon us. His love pursued us.  And by God’s grace, 

found us, and rescued us. 

But compassion alone is not the end of the story. 

The second theme is commission. 

After Jesus looked upon the crowds with compassion, he said to his disciples, “The 

harvest is plentiful but the workers are few.” 

Notice what Jesus did not say. He did not say that the harvest was small. He did 

not say that people were beyond hope. He did not say that the situation was 

hopeless. 

Instead, he said the harvest was plentiful. 

There were opportunities everywhere. There were people ready to hear good news. 

There were lives waiting to be touched by God's grace. 

Then Jesus instructed his disciples to pray for workers. And immediately after 

telling them to pray for workers, he sent them out as workers. 

The disciples were commissioned to proclaim the kingdom, heal the sick, and 

share God's mercy. They were no longer simply observers of Christ's ministry. 

They became participants. 

And that remains Christ’s requirement to this day.  The church has always been 

and will always be, not simply a congregation of worshippers, but a congregation 

of commissioned ambassadors. 

Sometimes older believers are tempted to think their season of service has passed. 

Physical limitations may be greater than they once were. Energy may not be what 

it used to be. More time and attention must be paid to our own health and 

oftentimes rehabilitation.  These are simply facts of the natural life. 

But the calling of the spiritual life remains.  Although the facts on the ground may 

have changed, the calling remains.  Although the seasons of our lives often bring 

new different problems and personal struggles, they also bring new opportunities 

for being fruitful in service to Christ’s commission. 



Some of the most influential servants of God are not those standing in pulpits or 

leading organizations. They are faithful believers who quietly reflect Christ day 

after day.  

A lifetime of faith provides wisdom that younger generations desperately need. 

The prayers of faithful saints sustain others in ways that may never be fully known 

until eternity. Words of encouragement, acts of kindness, testimonies of God's 

faithfulness, and patient mentoring all become powerful expressions of the church's 

mission, powerful fulfillments of a commission suitable and available to those in 

our circumstances and season of life. 

And that brings us to our third theme: equipment. 

Those whom God calls, he equips. 

The disciples who received this commission were ordinary people. They were not 

religious celebrities. They were not scholars of great renown. They were 

fishermen, tax collectors, and common laborers. 

Yet Jesus entrusted them with extraordinary work, with authority and special 

powers suitable to their place and time, to the circumstances in which they would 

find themselves. 

Why? 

Because the power to carry out their commission was never meant to come from 

them. 

This truth runs throughout Scripture. Moses felt inadequate, yet God equipped him. 

The prophets felt unworthy, yet God empowered them. The apostles felt 

overwhelmed, yet the Holy Spirit strengthened them. 

Returning to our reading from Paul’s letter to the Romans this morning, we find 

the apostle detailing the various ways in which God equips his followers. Paul 

declares that we are equipped with peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, 

because we no longer live under condemnation. We are equipped by grace, 

because God supplies what we cannot produce on our own.  We are equipped by 

hope, because we know that our future is secure in Christ.  And last but far, far 

from least, we are equipped by the Holy Spirit.  God's very presence as comforter 

and strengthener accompanies us wherever we go. 



Many older Christians can look back and see countless examples of this truth. 

There were challenges that seemed impossible at the time. There were losses that 

appeared unbearable. There were seasons when the future was uncertain. 

Yet God provided strength for each day.  Not always in advance. Not always in the 

way expected. But always enough. The Christian life is not sustained by our 

abilities. It is sustained by God's faithfulness. 

That is why the disciples could go forth with confidence. They were not relying on 

their own wisdom, resources, or strength. They were relying on the One who had 

called them. 

And the same is true for us. 

These three – compassion, commission, and equipment – belong together. 

Compassion without commission becomes sentiment. We feel concern but never 

act.  Commission without compassion becomes duty. We perform tasks but lose 

sight of people.  Commission without equipment becomes exhaustion. We try to 

serve in our own strength and eventually become discouraged. 

But when compassion, commission, and equipment come together, the church 

becomes what God intends it to be, effective ministers of the gospel in the endless 

variety of life’s circumstances.  Wherever we are, whatever our state of life, 

through thick and thin, abundance or want, strength or frailty, exuberant youth or 

weathered maturity, the example of Jesus and his first disciples provides the 

instruction for us all:  to see people through the compassionate eyes of Christ; to 

respond to the call of love with loving service to others; and to do so in the perfect 

peace of trusting always in God. 

And so our prayer for this morning, heavenly Father, is that we may never lose the 

compassion of Christ; that we may always embrace the commission of love; and 

that we may forever trust the equipment of Christ’s own Spirit, and we pray for 

these things in his name, the name above all names.  Amen. 


