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The story of sending the twelve is found in Mathew (9.35-10.16) and Mark (6.7-11), but the 

sending of the seventy, two by two, is found only in Luke.  There is equally strong manuscript 

evidence for the number to be seventy-two as there is for seventy.  The basis for that difference 

seems to come from whether or not the reference Luke had in mind came from the seventy 

nations in Genesis 10, or the story of the seventy translators who worked seventy days to provide 

the Gentiles with the Hebrew Scripture – what we know as the Septuagint – or from the story of 

Moses’ selection of seventy elders to be his helpers (Num. 11.16-25).  The text variant between 

seventy and seventy-two comes from the difference in the Greek and Hebrew texts of the story 

from Genesis 10.  I lean toward the Numbers stories because of Luke’s fondness for echoing 

stories from the Hebrew Scripture.  Moses chose twelve to represent the twelve tribes (Num. 1.4-

16) and then the seventy elders.  Luke is also anticipating the mission to the nations and the day 

of Pentecost when people gathered “from every nation under heaven” (Acts 2.5).  We can also 

anticipate the mission to the Gentiles in the instruction (“eat what is set before you” (v. 8).  We 

know that food was a critical issue in the spread of the Gospel (Acts 11.1-8; Gal. 2.11-21).   

 

Today’s lectionary reading omits the middle section of this story (vv. 12-15), the pronouncement 

of woes upon certain cities.  We pick up with verse 16, which is a summary pronouncement to 

conclude the commissioning and one of the sayings of Jesus that links the treatment of his 

followers to himself and to God.   

 

The practice of Jesus sending emissaries ahead began when Jesus set his face toward Jerusalem 

in 9.51-52.  We will hear this again at Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem (19.28-34).   

 

When Jesus was rejected by the Samaritan village, James and John did not call down fire from 

heaven to destroy the village (9.52-56) and Jesus moved on to other places.  So also the newly 

commissioned missionaries are to make brief their departure rituals, not pronouncing doom on 

those who have rejected the message, but rather letting what has been missed by such persons 

serve as their judgment.  There will be judgment, but that is a word for Jesus to speak and God to 

enact, not for the missionaries.  The message proclaimed is the same to receivers and rejecters: 

“The Kingdom of God has come near.”  The message for preachers, missionaries and all 

disciples is similar: do not wait to see how we are treated after our proclamation.  Certainly 

relevance and appropriateness are vital to preaching and all other forms of sharing the Good 

News, but the core message does not change from group to group. 

 

The commissioning of the seventy includes the tasks of proclaiming the reign of God, healing the 

sick and looking for co-workers to help with the “harvest.”  The metaphor of the harvest is 

frequently used to describe God’s judgment at the end of time.  In this story it expresses the 

urgency to complete the task without delay, or all will be lost.  It is what we would call a narrow 

window of opportunity.  



Often in the stories of Jesus, something unexpected happens.  Sometimes it is as simple as Jesus 

answering a question that was not asked.  In this story, the ending (vv. 17-20) centers upon 

exorcisms that were not included in the instructions before the teams were sent out.  Perhaps 

something other than mission work is being suggested.  Jesus’ response to hearing that the 

seventy were successful exorcists contains three statements (see Acts 8.7 for further evidence of 

the disciples exorcising demons).  In verse 18, Jesus confirms that the power of Satan will end 

and that the reign of God is present.  Jesus refers to Psalm 91.13 in the promise to the righteous 

that they will reign over all the evil and antagonistic powers.  The final statement, which comes 

in verse 20, is a warning to the seventy not to overemphasize their spiritual gifts.   Our chief joy 

is in knowing that God has received and accepted us, not that we have certain gifts or powers.  

Luke’s warning reminds us of the harder saying in Matthew (7.22-23), “Lord, Lord did we not 

prophesy in your name, and cast out demons in your name and… Go away from me…”.   

 

When we read stories like this one, we are reminded of the need for historical respect for the 

narrative from the first-century.  This is not a story we can lift out of context and drop into our 

culture.  Even when we translate “no purse, no bag, no sandals” to read “no wallet, no suitcase, 

no change of clothes,” we cannot take this literally – not to mention the authority given to the 

seventy to tread on snakes and scorpions and not be hurt.  But we dare not ignore Jesus’ words of 

commission, as if mission work is an antiquated concept.  The significance of this story for today 

lies in the stress on the difficulty of the mission and the need for a Spartan style.   

 

Keeping that emphasis in mind when we read this story, we now see the initial emphasis on 

prayer (vs. 2) and the later return to the importance of prayer in 11.1-3.  The wording of this 

verse underscores the fact that the Lord is not only in charge of the harvest but also sends the 

laborers.  Prayer and the fact that we are commissioned are important because the mission is 

difficult.  We notice the absence of any comforting statement with regard to a shepherd watching 

over the vulnerable lambs being sent out.  Finally we see that this mission is absolutely critical.  

The stakes are high.  It is a matter of life and death.  The acceptance of the seventy becomes an 

acceptance or rejection of Jesus and God.  The laborers are linked to Jesus and God.     

 

References: 

Charles B. Cousar, et al., Texts for Preaching: A Lectionary Commentary Based on the NRSV – 

Year C, 1994. 

Fred B. Craddock, et al., Preaching Through the Christian Year. Year C, 1994.   

Fed B. Craddock, Luke from the series Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for Teaching and 

Preaching, 1990. 

Sharon H. Ringe, Luke from the series Westminster Bible Companion, 1995. 

 


