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Reading: Matthew 10:40 – 42 
   
The Welcome of the World   

 
A Catholic priest, a Presbyterian minister, and a Rabbi meet for coffee … 

A physicist, a surgeon, and a politician are on a plane … 

Comedy works on the rule of three; one character or idea sets the scene, a second builds the drama 

and then the third is the punch line.  This is an old rhythm of teaching that has been adapted to 

entertainment.  A rhythm of teaching as old as the Bible or even older.  Jesus was a fine exponent 

of the rhythm of three in his teaching, and because of the way he used that method, we can guess 

that he was using a familiar tactic but in a new way that subverted people’s expectations. 

The best example of this in Jesus parables is the story of the Samaritan.  The man is attacked by 

robbers and first a priest walks by, and then a Levite, and you can sense that the audience is 

expecting the third character to be the hero and Jesus totally subverts the expectation by bringing 

in a Samaritan!  The enemy!  The group of three stories of lost things is another example; a sheep, a 

coin, and then a son!  And this rhythm of three is in other parts of Jesus teaching as well, however, 

sometimes the language and the cultural overlay hides the surprise from us.  We can see that there 

is a group of three, but we don’t see the rising expectation and so, we don’t see the teaching.  And 

this little passage from Matthew is one of those.  Three verses, interestingly, that ends the 

instructions to the disciples sent on mission by looping back to the opening and reminding those, 

and all disciples, that the world is in need and even though there will be opposition, there will also 

be welcome. 

 

At first reading, this little passage is strange and somewhat impenetrable.  All the talk of ‘in the 

name of’ and ‘reward’ are figures of speech that distract a modern reader.  Add to that the titles of 

‘prophet’ and ‘righteous person’ and it becomes even harder.  Then, it doesn’t help that the last 

verse is also in Mark in a different form – ‘whoever gives you a cup of water to drink because you 

bear the name of Christ, will not lose their reward.’  And on top of all that confusion, there is the 

question of who are the ‘little ones’?  We need to hear this teaching in new words to get the 

message: 

Whoever welcomes you, welcomes me, and in so doing welcomes the One who sent me.  

Whoever welcomes a teacher because they are a teacher will receive God’s blessing.  

Whoever welcomes a good and holy person, because they are a good and holy person will 

receive God’s blessing, and whoever gives a little a cup of cold water to a meek servant 

because they are a disciple will definitely not lose God’s blessing. 

 

The way of the disciple of Jesus Christ is not easy, but there will be a welcome because there is such 

need in the world, and because Jesus has told us that there are people in the world waiting for us – 

the field is ready for harvest.  And that welcome, and, more importantly, the blessing of God that 

goes with it, is not dependent on the importance, or giftedness, or reputation of the disciple. 

Jesus audience, the disciples in this case, and then on to the readers of Matthew, would have 

sensed the rhythm of three in this passage through the repetition of the phrase ‘in the name of’ 
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and might have expected that the third welcome would be for a healer, or a miracle worker, or a 

preacher.  Some other type of disciple like prophet or righteous person.  And Jesus subverts that 

expectation, firstly through replacing welcome, and all the ideas of hospitality that goes with the 

idea of welcome, with an act as small as a cup of cold water, and then through replacing any 

concept of the quality or worth of a disciple with this wonderful phrase, ‘these little ones’. 

 

Now, there are translations that want to explain the phrase ‘little ones’, and swap around the last 

verse to read: 

“If, as one of my disciples, you give a cup of cold water to a little child, you will not lose your 

reward” 

That is not an unworthy translation, and it is in line with the duties of a disciple to love and 

compassion.  And it is in the spirit of Jesus teaching about the welcoming of little children.  

However, I don’t think it belongs here.  Firstly, because it doesn’t sit comfortably in the context of a 

briefing of disciples being sent out on mission, secondly, because it doesn’t match Jesus typical 

teaching style of the rhythm of three, and thirdly because it contradicts the Greek phrasing of ‘in 

the name of a disciple’, the phrasing that makes this a rhythm of three teaching.   

Jesus is here softening the serious tone of this set of instructions - arrest, rejection, betrayal, family 

conflict and even death – by circling back to the start of the teaching to say again, the harvest is 

plentiful, there is need and there will be a welcome.  And, he is adding to that, in line with the 

message ‘do not be afraid’, that the qualification to be a disciple isn’t out of your reach.  Amongst 

the group of disciples listening to these instructions, and particularly amongst the readers of the 

gospel, there would have been a vast array of talents, confidence, abilities and strength, and Jesus 

wanted even the ‘little ones’, those who might think themselves insignificant and small, to hear 

that their path of discipleship, even if they don’t believe it, will bring about a welcome and a 

blessing.  A message that runs through Matthew’s Gospel, from the Beatitudes – blessed are the 

meek – to the parable of the sheep and the goats – I was hungry, and you gave me food.  A 

message of simple, loving service. 

 

In our culture and society now, it is easy to get the idea that the world is against us, that there are 

people in the world, and sections of the world, that are indifferent to us, that dislike our message, 

and even some that are openly antagonistic to the whole idea of the church.  But, like Jesus looking 

out on the crowds that gathered to hear his word and to receive the blessing of God, there are 

those in the world who would welcome us.  People who are yearning to hear the message of hope 

that we have in the Gospel of God’s love in Jesus Christ.  People who are lonely and yearning for 

loving community.  People who would welcome hearing a prophet or a teacher expound a word 

from God.  People who would welcome having a good, Godly example of living sharing their lives or 

standing with them in difficult circumstances.  However, responding to Jesus call to the harvest 

doesn’t need just strong, qualified disciples; there are many in the world who would welcome a 

meek, loving person offering simple service.  Our level of discipleship does not have to be 

extraordinary.  We can bring the blessing of God into people’s lives even if we are ‘little ones’, even 

if we feel insignificant in the community, even if we are lowly and mere servants.  The smallest act 

of kindness, of loving service done because you feel God is calling you, can break someone open to 
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the blessing of God.  And, even if their response is as small as a cup of water, that shows they have 

received the blessing of God; their hearts have been opened.  

The world seems to want spectacle, grand shows and highly qualified workers, but the reality of 

human life is that there is always a place for the small, for the simple acts, for the smiles, and the 

donations, and the errands, and the kind words and the silent listening.  There is the love of 

neighbour and the fulfilment of the Gospel’s call to the needs of the world.  There is a welcome for 

all who follow the path of the disciple, great and small. 
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