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6.21.2026 Pentecost 4                                     Pastor Timothy McKenzie 
Jeremiah 20:7-13; Psalm 69:7-10, 16-18; Romans 6:1b-11; Matthew 10:24-39  

“Live for him” 
Grace to you, and peace from God our Father and our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen.  
  Jesus’ words today are among the most difficult in the gospels. In today’s gospel, Jesus is 
defining what it means and looks like to be his disciple: “A disciple is not above the teacher 
nor a slave above the master; it is enough for the disciple to be like the teacher and the slave 
like the master.” The first quality of a disciple is to be like him – we are to imitate Jesus.  
  Jesus goes on to address the second quality of a disciple as courage to say and to do what is 
right. Jesus describes this, saying, “Do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul; 
rather, fear the one who can destroy both soul and body in hell.” Three times in this passage 
Jesus says, “Fear not,” reminding us that those who fear God have ceased to be afraid of 
people. Though our lifetimes are brief, eternity is long, yet Jesus does the work of eternity in 
you. Therefore, do not be afraid. 
  This reminds me of a story I encountered while doing research for my dissertation, which 
was on a religious and political debate that took place in Japan in 1910-12 around the issue of 
religious freedom. While researching this at the National Archives and the National Diet 
Library in Tokyo, I came across a speech made by a member of the Lower House named 
Kinotshita Kenjirô, who used a story from Chinese history to make his point. He told the story 
about an ancient Chinese politician whose name was Zhao Gao (趙高). Zhao was the Minister 
of State to Huhai, the second emperor of the Qin Dynasty. The story of Zhao is recorded in 
China’s ancient history the Shi ji,『史記』(Shi ji. Beijing: Zhonhua shu ju, 1959), 1:273), 
which was written in the late 2nd and early 1st centuries BC. Zhao’s story is not unique and has 
been repeated throughout history by politicians and leaders who present untruths as the truth in 
order that they might consolidate political power. 

The story goes like this: One day, Minister Zhao presented a beautiful deer to the emperor, 
saying that it was a horse. The emperor corrected Minister Zhao saying he was perhaps 
mistaken and the animal was not a horse, but a deer. The emperor then asked the other 
courtiers who were present what they thought, and some remained silent, some ingratiated 
themselves to Zhao saying the deer was indeed a horse, while others spoke the truth, saying the 
animal was a deer.    

Minister Zhao then had all the courtiers who spoke the truth that the animal was a deer, 
taken outside and executed. In doing so, Zhao consolidated his power so that no one dared to 
question him. To this day in Japanese, the word for “stupid” is written using the characters for 
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“horse” and “deer” (馬鹿), forever memorializing anyone who intentionally confuses the truth 
as one who is “stupid.” 

I tell this story because Jesus is suggesting that speaking truth to power is often difficult 
because people fear those who kill the body, rather than fearing the One who can destroy both 
body and soul. To be a disciple means telling the truth about the way things are before God – 
the truth that God’s loves all people no matter who they are and no matter what the world calls 
them or says about them. And so I ask: When have you not spoken the truth or when have you 
remained silent in the face of untruths spoken as the truth? 

Jesus closes this section of the gospel, saying, “Whoever denies me before others, I will also 
deny before my Father in heaven.” This reminds me that when we die, we will each have to 
stand before the One who knows our heart, our words, and our actions, and we will be 
reminded of when we have spoken falsely, and of when we have denied him. Great and small, 
we will all stand before him, having to rely solely upon his grace and mercy. And so, I ask you 
again: When have you said something you have regretted – something that falsely represented 
or denied Jesus before others? 
  Jesus next speaks of bringing not peace but a sword, saying, “For I have come to set a man 
against his father, and a daughter against her mother, and a daughter-in-law against her 
mother-in-law, and one’s foes will be members of one’s own household.” I remember leading a 
Bible study on this text at a Japanese church I served. The members of the class all readily 
identified with Jesus’ words because each of them was the only Christian in their family and 
spoke of how difficult it was to choose to follow Jesus over family. Jesus is laying bare the 
reality that in following him, there may be points of friction between family members and 
Jesus. So again, I ask: When has following family or Jesus been hard for you? 
  Finally, Jesus says that to be a disciple means following him by carrying the cross that he 
has given to you, saying, “And whoever does not take up the cross and follow me is not worthy 
of me.” The cross he gives to you is the work he has given to you to do during your lifetime. It 
means suffering for others as he suffers for you; it means being merciful to others as he is 
merciful to you. Again, I ask you: When have you suffered for another showing them the 
mercy of Jesus? 
  To follow Jesus means seeking to be like him. In an affluent society, where we are told we 
can have all we want at any moment, following Jesus alone can often feel like the hardest cross 
to bear. In a society where the name “Christian” almost never leads to suffering, truly 
following Jesus and seeking to speak and act “like him” will very often bring resistance.   

In today’s reading from Romans, Paul speaks of this directly, writing “For if we have been 
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united with him in a death like his, we will certainly be united with him in a resurrection like 
his.” In baptism you have been baptized into his death so that you might live in a new way – 
the way of Jesus – calling and treating others in the truth of who they are as children of God. 
  To be a baptized disciple means there will be moments when following Jesus will feel like a 
cross too hard to bear. Yet this is what Christ does for us: he carries us up onto the cross, 
carrying us from death to life. Often unnoticed, he carries us when we can no longer carry 
ourselves. He carries us so we might carry others.  
  One day, when I was a pastor in Japan, the phone rang and I was told that a member of my 
congregation, who I had been visiting, was in the hospital. His name was Yamamoto Takeo, 
and he was a founding member of the church I served. Mr. Yamamoto was 96 years old, a 
retired high school English teacher, and a much-beloved member of our town.  

When I arrived at his bedside, his daughter-in-law said he had been unresponsive. I knelt at 
his bed and said, “Takeo, this is Pastor McKenzie, your daughter-in-law and grandson from 
Osaka are here. Can we pray together?” Slowly, the dying man came to life moving his hands 
from below the bedcovers and folded them. We said the Lord’s Prayer together and later that 
day, Takeo died.  
  I tell Takeo’s story because his story is also our story. In life, Takeo lived as a disciple 
among his town, family and church. When the synod had planned to close the church, he had 
helped to found, Takeo went to the synod assembly and spoke truth to power and that church 
continues today as the only Christian church in the entire county. To be a disciple means 
following Jesus over your entire lifetime. It means trusting that Jesus will be not only in your 
heart, but also in your words and in your actions.  

To be a disciple means not fearing evil for he is always with you. 
To be a disciple means putting your trust in him alone, imitating him and risking everything 

for him.  
He is always with you. He lives for you. May you always live for him. Amen. 


