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11th Sunday in Ordinary Time (Year A) 

Matthew 9:36–10:8 

 

About today:  

In this Sunday’s readings, God reminds his people that they are chosen and 

loved, called to belong to him and to serve his purposes in the world. In the first 

reading, the Lord declares Israel to be his treasured possession (Exodus 19:2–

6a). In the second reading, Saint Paul proclaims the depth of God's love revealed 

in Christ, who died for us while we were still sinners and reconciled us to the 

Father (Romans 5:6–11). In the Gospel, moved with compassion for the crowds, 

Jesus sends out his disciples to share in his mission of healing, mercy, and 

proclamation (Matthew 9:36–10:8).  

Together, these readings remind us that we are infinitely loved by God, gathered 

into the body of his people (the Church), and sent out to manifest his love to a 

waiting world. 
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Matthew 9:36–10:8 

Read the whole passage slowly a few times, keeping one or two minutes of silence between 

each time. As you read, notice if a word or phrase stands out to you. Stay with it. 

9:36 When he saw the crowds, he had compassion for them, because they 

were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd. 

37 Then he said to his disciples, ‘The harvest is plentiful, but the labourers 

are few; 

38 therefore ask the Lord of the harvest to send out labourers into his 

harvest.’ 

10:1 Then Jesus summoned his twelve disciples and gave them authority 

over unclean spirits, to cast them out, and to cure every disease and every 

sickness.  

2 These are the names of the twelve apostles: first, Simon, also known as 

Peter, and his brother Andrew; James son of Zebedee, and his brother 

John;  

3 Philip and Bartholomew; Thomas and Matthew the tax-collector; James 

son of Alphaeus, and Thaddaeus;  

4 Simon the Cananaean, and Judas Iscariot, the one who betrayed him. 

5 These twelve Jesus sent out with the following instructions: ‘Go 

nowhere among the Gentiles, and enter no town of the Samaritans, 

6 but go rather to the lost sheep of the house of Israel. 

7 As you go, proclaim the good news, “The kingdom of heaven has come 

near.”  

8 Cure the sick, raise the dead, cleanse the lepers, cast out demons. You 

received without payment; give without payment.’ 
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Broader Picture:  

Matthew 9:36 – 10:8 marks a significant turning point in Matthew's 

Gospel. Up to this point, Matthew has presented Jesus’ public ministry 

through his teaching, especially in the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5–

7), and his works of healing and restoration (Matthew 8–9). Now, having 

revealed both the authority of his words and the power of his deeds, Jesus 

begins to share his mission with the Twelve Apostles, sending them out 

to continue his work – anticipating the wider mission that will culminate 

in the Great Commission at the end of the Gospel (Matthew 28:16–20) 

The sending out reflects one of Matthew's central themes: the 

establishment of a renewed people of God centred on Jesus, the Messiah. 

Throughout the Gospel, Matthew emphasises that God's saving purposes 

for Israel are being fulfilled in Christ, who gathers a new community of 

disciples and commissions them to participate in his mission. 

Thus, this passage is not simply about the calling of the Twelve; it is a key 

moment in Matthew’s vision of the Church as a community called by 

Christ, formed by his teaching, and sent into the world to share in his 

ministry of proclamation, healing, and reconciliation. 
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Interpretation Notes: 

v.36: “…he had compassion for them…” In the Greek text Jesus is “moved 

to compassion”. It refers not merely to feeling pity but to a deep stirring in 

the innermost being. In biblical thought the “bowels” or “entrails” were 

considered the seat of profound emotions. 

Matthew uses this verb in 14:14 when Jesus cures the sick before the 

feeding of the five thousand, and again at several other key moments 

(15:32; 18:27; 20:34) – usually when divine mercy breaks into human need.  

The compassion Jesus feels here is not simply an emotional reaction. It 

reveals something about the very heart of the Lord. Jesus is moved to 

compassion (suffers-with) for those who need physical and spiritual 

healing; he is moved to compassion for those who do not know him.  

Saint John Chrysostom notes: “the misfortunes of the soul were what chiefly 

moved him” (Homilies on Matthew, 32.1). Jesus’ compassion arises not 

primarily because of physical suffering but because of spiritual 

abandonment. 

 

v.36: “…harassed and helpless…” People are pictured as a flock in a state 

of disarray and panic, with no-one to lead them or care for them – each 

looking to survive and muddle through out of their own devices.  

The King James Version says, “they fainted, and were scattered abroad”. 

Another translation for this could be “wearied and cast away”. The image 

is stronger than simple confusion. The people are pictured as wounded, 

exhausted, (and, crucially as) abandoned sheep.  

The analogy between people and sheep is consistent with Matthew’ 

presentation of Jesus as the embodiment of God's shepherding care for 

Israel. It also ties in with the instructions Jesus will give later in verse 6 to 

“go rather to the lost sheep of the house of Israel”. 



5 
 

Saint Jerome explicitly links this passage to Ezekiel 34,  

“My sheep were scattered; they wandered over all the mountains 

and on every high hill; my sheep were scattered over all the face of 

the earth, with no one to search or seek for them” (Ezekiel 34:6) 

noting that Christ appears as the true shepherd who gathers those 

abandoned by unfaithful leaders. 

 

v.37: “…The harvest is plentiful, but the labourers are few…” The analogy 

changes from farming to agriculture. From what Matthew has told us so 

far, the workers are indeed very few, only one actually, because Jesus has 

been the only one working in it. 

In Matthew, the harvest points toward God's kingdom breaking into 

history and people receiving salvation. Indeed, Origen sees the harvest as 

the gathering of souls into God's kingdom: 

“The harvest is the multitude of those who can receive salvation.” 

(Commentary on Matthew) 

The image also reveals something important about the mission of the 

Church. The harvest already exists before the workers arrive. God is 

already at work. The labourers do not create the harvest; they gather 

what God has prepared. 
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v.38: “…ask the Lord of the harvest…” Who is the Lord of the harvest? 

Most commentators understand this to be the Father. Yet, Matthew 

presents Jesus commissioning the Twelve immediately after this, resulting 

in something of a theological tension.  

Those praying to the Lord of the harvest find that Jesus himself answers 

the prayer in sending the Twelve and, later, in giving the Great 

Commission. Without explicitly stating it, Matthew presents Jesus doing 

what Scripture says God (the Father) does.  

Several Church Fathers notice this. For example, Saint Hilary of Poitiers 

argues that Christ’s commissioning of the Apostles demonstrates his 

divine authority, because the one who sends labourers into God's harvest 

exercises God's own prerogative. 

 

v.38: “…ask the Lord of the harvest…” Before sending labourers, Jesus 

commands prayer. An observation about the life of the Church ought to 

follow: Mission begins not with strategy but with dependence upon God, 

not with our plans but with prayer. 
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v.10:1: “…gave them authority…” The key word exousia – authority – and 

Matthew uses it repeatedly concerning Jesus: 

• Authority to teach (7:29) 

• Authority to forgive sins (9:6) 

• Authority over demons and sickness (chapters 8–9) 

Now that authority is shared with the Twelve who work carry on the 

works of Christ not by their own power but by participation in the power 

of Jesus. In other words, the Apostles do not become independent 

miracle-workers. They exercise delegated authority. 

This is an important principle for apostolic ministry generally. The Church 

acts effectively only insofar as it acts in union and in participation with 

Christ. This is also taught by Saint Thomas Aquinas who affirms that 

ministers act as instruments through whom God himself works (Summa 

Theologiae, III, q.64). 

 

vv.2-4: “These are the names of the twelve apostles…” The Twelve are a 

motley crew: there are relations of Jesus as well as new disciples; there 

are perceived sinners and one who will actually betray Jesus. To each of 

them Jesus gives the same mandate, the same authority. 

The list demonstrates that apostolic authority rests not on human merit 

but on divine calling. The presence of Judas among the Twelve can be 

interpreted as evidence that God's grace operates even through imperfect 

human instruments. 

The number twelve is also significant. It symbolically corresponds to the 

twelve tribes of Israel and signals the restoration of God's people. 
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v.6: “…go rather to the lost sheep of the house of Israel…” For the moment 

the mission of the Twelve is limited to Israel. The command (the Great 

Commission) to go to all nations will only come after the resurrection of 

Jesus, in Matthew 28. 

In sending the Twelve to the people of Israel, Jesus implicitly declares 

himself both the Shepherd of Israel sending out his helpers, and as God. 

In Psalm 80:1-2 we read, 

Give ear, O Shepherd of Israel, 

   you who lead Joseph like a flock! 

… Stir up your might, and come to save us! 

Jesus’ actions are also a fulfilment of Ezekiel’s words:  

For thus says the Lord God: I myself will search for my sheep and will 

sort them out. … I will rescue them from all the places to which they 

have been scattered on a day of clouds and thick darkness. (Ezekiel 

34:11-12) 

 

v.8: “You received without payment…” This verse became enormously 

influential in Christian theology and canon law (Church law). 

The authority and gifts given by Christ are grace, pure gift. They cannot 

be bought because they were not earned. The principle is that the Gospel 

is never a commodity. The Apostles cannot “charge for a consultation” or 

for their preaching. 

Saint Gregory the Great repeatedly cites this verse when warning clergy 

against seeking financial gain through spiritual ministry. 

That said, the Church also distinguished between charging for grace itself 

(forbidden) and supporting the living of ministers materially (permitted). 
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Questions for this week:  

• Jesus “had compassion for them.” 

When I look at the people around me, do I see them as Jesus sees 

them – with compassion, patience, and love – or do I too quickly 

judge, dismiss, or ignore them? 

 

• “They were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd.” 

Who in my family, church community, or workplace might be 

carrying burdens? How might Christ be calling me to be a sign of 

his care for them? 

 

• “Ask the Lord of the harvest to send out labourers.” 

How often do I pray for vocations to the priesthood, diaconate, 

and religious life? Do I believe that God continues to call individuals 

to serve his Church today? 

 

• “Jesus summoned his twelve disciples and gave them authority”. 

What gifts, opportunities, or responsibilities has God entrusted to 

me for the service of our church community? 

 

• What can I do to encourage a culture of vocation in the Church – 

one in which people can hear God's voice and consider whether 

he might be calling them to a particular form of service? 
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Devotions: 

1. Praying for Vocations 

Take to heart the words of Jesus: “Ask the Lord of the harvest to send out 

labourers into his harvest” (9:38) and, in your personal prayers, remember 

to pray for vocations.  

Pray especially for those whom God is calling to the priesthood, the 

diaconate, and the consecrated religious life that they may have the 

courage to respond generously. Pray for priests who are already serving 

God's people, that they may remain faithful, joyful, and compassionate 

shepherds after the heart of Christ. And pray that all Christians, whatever 

their individual vocation, may recognise that, through Baptism, they have 

been called and sent by the Lord to share his love with the world. 

 

A Prayer for Vocations 

Lord Jesus Christ, 

you looked upon the crowds with compassion, 

for they were like sheep without a shepherd. 

Raise up faithful priests 

to preach your Gospel, celebrate your sacraments, 

and shepherd your people with wisdom and love. 

Raise up faithful deacons, 

that they may serve with humility after your own example, 

bringing hope to the poor and strength to the weak. 

Inspire men and women to embrace the consecrated life, 

that by their prayer, witness, and service 

they may reveal the beauty of your Kingdom. 
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Grant courage to those whom you are calling, 

silence their fears, strengthen their faith, 

and help them to respond with joyful generosity. 

Lord of the harvest, 

send labourers into your harvest, 

for the glory of God the Father 

and the salvation of the world. Amen. 

 

A Prayer for My Own Vocation 

Lord Jesus, 

you call me by name into your Church, 

and you know me better than I know myself. 

Open my ears to hear your voice. 

Give me the wisdom to recognise the gifts you have placed within me, 

the humility to acknowledge where you are leading me, 

and the courage to follow wherever you call. 

If you are inviting me to a particular ministry or service, 

help me not to hold back through fear, doubt, or complacency. 

If you are asking me to serve quietly and faithfully in hidden ways, 

teach me to rejoice in that calling. 

Shape my heart after your own compassionate heart, 

that I may see others as you see them 

and become an instrument of your love and mercy. 

Give me a generous spirit, 

that I may answer your call each day with the words, 

“Here I am, Lord; send me.” 

For you are the Good Shepherd, 

who calls your sheep by name and never abandons them. Amen. 
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