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Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God our Father and our Lord Jesus Christ! Amen.

Today we commemorate the life and ministry of one of the twelve apostles: Bartholomew.

Now, it’s a good thing to commemorate the saints. Lutherans certainly don’t idolize the saints. We don’t
pray to them or worship them like Roman Catholics. But we do honor them as examples of faith, faith in Christ
Jesus, examples worthy of Christian imitation.

As for Bartholomew, it does seem strange to set aside a day for him, because we know almost nothing
about him. The only thing we know with certainty is that he was one of the twelve.

Beyond that, we think Bartholomew was probably the same disciple also called Nathanael in John’s
gospel. John tells us that Jesus saw Nathanael sitting under the fig tree, and Nathanael was the first to recognize
Jesus for who he is, “Rabbi, you are the Son of God! You are the King of Israel!” Thanks be to God for Nathanael’s
great confession of faith!

Yet the Bible says nothing more about Bartholomew. According to church tradition, after Jesus ascended
into heaven, Bartholomew went to Armenia, or maybe even India, and preached the gospel there. And we are told
that for his preaching, Bartholomew was put to death as a martyr in a horrible way, by being skinned alive. What
an example of faith: refusing to deny Christ, even under such horrible suffering. May God grant each one of us
grace to endure, and remain steadfast in our trials, however small they may be in comparison.

Yet any time we commemorate the martyrs, the real theme of the day is not the martyr himself, but what
he believed and confessed: the Lord Jesus who strengthened him to endure.

And any time we commemorate the apostles, the real theme of the day is not the apostle himself, but the
one who sent him, Jesus Christ. So our real theme today isn’t Bartholomew, but the witness that all the apostles
bore to Christ crucified, and the Scriptures they wrote down, so that we might receive the saving gospel of Jesus
Christ from trustworthy eyewitnesses.

This is why our epistle reading today from 2 Corinthians 4 teaches about the apostles, and the apostolic
ministry. Paul, an apostle like Bartholomew, writes, “We have this treasure in jars of clay, to show that the
surpassing power belongs to God and not to us.”

By jars of clay, Paul means frail human bodies. “We have this treasure in jars of clay,” is saying that we
apostles, who preach the treasure of the gospel, we have Christ hidden in our weak, corrupted bodies. The apostles
were ordinary men. Like us, they fell into weakness of faith, and sin and error. The life they lived in the flesh they
lived by faith in the Son of God, who loved them and gave himself for them. They suffered and died, looking to
Jesus, the author and perfector of their faith.

So the great example to us of the apostles is not their holiness, but their faith. Faith in Jesus to forgive and
strengthen them for the work of the gospel. God’s power is made perfect in weakness. Just as Christ revealed the
glory of God in his sufferings, the apostles bore in their bodies the marks of Christ, and they rejoiced to be counted
worthy to suffer for his name.

Therefore Paul writes about himself and his fellow apostles, “We are afflicted in every way, but not
crushed; perplexed, but not driven to despair; persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed; always
carrying in the body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be manifested in our bodies.”

May we, like the saints and apostles and martyrs, may we carry in our bodies the death of Jesus. May we
who receive into our bodies in communion his body and blood, live every moment of our lives in humility and
love, bearing witness to him. And may we die with eyes fixed on him, so that the life of Jesus is manifested in
our bodies.

And may God also provide to his church faithful apostolic ministers, servants of the word to proclaim
Christ crucified, the light of the gospel to the perishing world.

Give us faithful ministers to proclaim not themselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord. Make them your servants
for Jesus’ sake, to serve us with your word and sacraments, to deliver to us the grace Jesus accomplished for us
on the cross.
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And just as the saints are examples to us today, give us ministers, O God, who are examples of faith,
examples of how we should serve one another through sacrifice in our own vocations.

Teach us to serve as we have been served, in our own calling and daily life. Teach parents to serve their
children through Godly discipline and love. Teach children to serve and obey their parents, honoring and
cherishing them. Teach husbands to serve their wives, putting her needs first. Teach wives to serve their husbands,
submitting to their authority. And strengthen school teachers to serve their students, with all diligence. And
strengthen public servants to do their duty, not for any reward or public praise, but for the sake of those God has
put under their care.

But now, let’s look at today’s gospel lesson, from Luke 22. Having heard of the wonderful, exemplary
faith of the apostles and martyrs, we would expect to hear a gospel reading that puts Bartholomew and the apostles
in a good light.

But instead, we find the apostles at their absolute worst. Truly embarrassing and shameful. For what do
we find the apostles doing? Are they suffering for the sake of the name of Jesus? Are they listening to his words
and doing mighty miracles and preaching the gospel? No, not at all. They’re arguing among themselves, like a
bunch of toddlers.

“A dispute also arose among the disciples, as to which of them was to be regarded as the greatest.” It
doesn’t get any worse than that.

And even worse, do you know where the disciples are, as they argue about who is the greatest? They’re
sitting in the upper room, on Maundy Thursday, eating the Passover with their master. He has just instituted the
Lord’s Supper. That’s what happened, immediately before this petty debate began.

This is the night when Jesus was betrayed, the same night when he washed their feet, and when he took
bread of his body and gave it to them, and when he shared with them the cup of the new testament in his blood,
commanding them to do this in remembrance of him, that is, commanding them to feed his flock with his true
body and blood and serve the church as he had served them, and lay down their lives for the sheep as he was
about to do on the cross the very next day.

On this very night when they should be learning in humble awe from the Son of Man who came not to be
served but to serve, on the night when he is about to give his life as a ransom for many, here they are, arguing
about who is the greatest.

So Jesus rebukes them. “The kings of the Gentiles exercise lordship over them,” he says, “and those in
authority over them are called benefactors. But not so with you. Rather, let the greatest among you become as the
youngest, and the leader as one who serves. For who is the greater, one who reclines at table or one who serves?
Is it not the one who reclines at table? But [ am among you as the one who serves.”

I am among you as the one who serves. The saints and apostles and martyrs of the past, and even pastors
and fellow Christians today — all of these can be good examples of faith. But Jesus surpasses them all. Here he is
today. Jesus is here, among us, in the church, among us as the one who serves. He who gave himself for the sins
of the world still gives himself to us now. He comes into our midst to serve us his true body and blood at his table,
and serve us with his word, and serve us with the forgiving words of absolution.

And Jesus even deigns to do these things through the hands and mouths of his apostolic ministers, sinful,
weak jars of clay whom he has sent to preach the gospel. It is my privilege to serve you. Through my hands and
my mouth, Christ is among you as the one who serves, even though Christ had to die for me too. “Christ Jesus
came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am chief.”

So how shameful that the apostles were arguing about who was the greatest, on the very night when Jesus
was teaching them the true meaning of servanthood!

But if we think about it, we in the church are no better. We who are baptized into Christ, who bear his
name, who’ve received forgiveness and life in the Holy Spirit, we in the church are so often found in shameful
arguments and power struggles. We want to be acknowledged for all our hard work. We want to be praised for
everything we’ve done for God, all our self-sacrifice.

All of us are guilty, but perhaps pastors and church leaders are the most prone, as pride slips in. So pray
for pastors and church leaders who serve in Christ’s name, who fulfill the apostolic ministry and serve the church
as his ambassadors, preaching and teaching with patience and diligence, delivering the forgiveness Jesus won on
the cross through the word and sacraments, through baptism and absolution and the Lord’s Supper.
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Pray for your pastors, that they learn to imitate Christ and serve you in his name. Pray for them, that they
may be faithful examples of the apostolic ministry, and not bring shame to his name by their foolishness, but pray
that they may be worthy examples to you and all Christians.

Pray for them, and imitate the good you see in them, and forgive what is lacking.

But above all, pray for the church, that we may live together in humility and self-sacrificing love, imitating
Christ without quarrelling or division, receiving his perfect service in humble, repentant faith, that our lives and
faith may be a light to the world, and that the life of Christ may be revealed in us, his body, his true bride the
church. Amen.

Now may the peace of God which passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus,
unto life everlasting. Amen.



