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A Brief introduction to the Gospel of Matthew 

From the second century AD onward, Matthew the tax collector has been identified as the 

author of this, the first Gospel in our New Testament. As is true with the other three Gospels, it 

first began to be circulated without an author’s name and so it remains debatable whether or not 

he was the actual author; that is if you want to debate. Most likely written sometime after 70 AD, 

there has never been much in the way of debate concerning its veracity or worthiness of being 

considered divinely inspired, and it usually appeared at the top of any list of writings to be 

included in Scripture. 

This Gospel is uniquely Jewish in its orientation, which is why it was thought to have been 

written for a primarily Jewish audience. More than any other of the Gospels, Matthew points out 

all of the things Jesus did to fulfill Old Testament Scripture, yet the records indicate that it was 

probably the most popular of all New Testament writings as early as the second century. It was 

most often referred to and most often quoted in the surviving early Christian writings, by both 

Jewish and Gentile Christians. 

Among the writers of the New Testament, Matthew stands out as the best actual writer in literary 

terms. He writes not as an eye witness, which he most assuredly was to many of the events in 

his narrative, but as a third party narrator, which gives his readers an advantageous position 

from which to view the events he describes. Often, he tells us what the characters are thinking, 

what their motivations and emotions are, insights which clearly increase our understanding. He, 

as we will see, uses literary devices to illustrate his points, as well as a deliberately devised 

structure that helps to clearly set out his seven major themes… and there is a fascinating unity 

in the fact that there are seven sections of the book, that use seven themes to convey the 

Person of Jesus Christ to his readers. 

There is little doubt in my mind that the use of “seven” was deliberate on his part. Seven of 

course, is the number of completeness or perfection; some would say it is God’s number as 

seen in an apocalyptic view of the Scriptures. As we will see in our discussion of chapter 1, the 

very genealogy of Jesus in Matthew’s account is full of the number seven, or more accurately a 

multiple of that number: 14… the number of Messiah. You just can’t read Matthew without being 

clear about who Jesus is! 

Here is the structure of the book: 

1:1 – 4:16 Establishes the identity and role of Jesus Christ. 

4:17 – 11:1 Jesus begins His ministry of teaching and healing to establish God’s presence in 

the land. 

11:2 – 16:20 Jesus’ disciples, through divine inspiration receive special insight into His person 

and mission. 

16:21 – 20:34 Jesus engages the disciples in explicit discussions about His priorities and 

intentions and the ultimate purpose of His mission. 
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21:11 – 25:46 In Jerusalem Jesus’ teaching and actions lead to rising conflict with the Jewish 

leaders. 

26:1 – 27:50 As the situation intensifies, Jesus strives to willingly complete His mission. 

27:51 – 28:50 God vindicates His Son through cosmic signs and resurrection from the dead and 

gives Him the authority to commission His Church. 

I don’t know about you, but I can hardly wait to get started; see you next time! 

 

The Genealogy of Jesus Christ: Introduction 

I’ll confess to you right here and now that when I sit down to read the Bible, I skip the 

genealogies, but when I sit down to study the Bible, I look for genealogies. For many who 

casually read the Bible, genealogies are cumbersome, boring and wearysome, but for more 

than casual readers, we come to realize that they are not included in the inspired text just to fill 

space or aid in curing insomnia; they tell a story. 

Matthew begins his telling of the story of Jesus Christ by giving us some vital insight into just 

exactly who this Jesus guy is, and He is no ordinary man. It is no coincidence then, that this is 

no ordinary genealogy. When most people look at a Biblical genealogy, we assume that this is 

an exact record of biological ancestry; a pedigree one might say, but this isn’t always the case, 

in fact it seldom is just that. Sometimes, genealogies in the Bible don’t match up exactly, and 

skeptics and scoffers have no end of fun criticizing the Scriptures for what they assume to be 

historical inaccuracies, because they overlook the fact that the Scriptures are not like other 

books, for they are God’s revelation of Himself to Man, not the mere musings of the human 

mind. 

In order for us to get the value of Biblical genealogies, we must realize that they are not so 

much concerned with a person’s biological ancestry as they are with demonstrating a person’s 

corporate and tribal status within the larger community. We can see this by noticing that in most 

cases, the great names are first, and the last name is the person who is being magnified by the 

presence of the greater names. By doing this, a storyteller can set up the basis for telling the 

descendant’s story by putting the descendant (last name) into the context of his great ancestors. 

Matthew does not follow that pattern here, for he does not build Jesus up by associating His 

name with His great ancestors, rather he builds up the ancestors by associating their names 

with that of Jesus, which is the first and last name that is mentioned. I think a quick look at the 

structure will show you what I mean: 

First off, we are looking here at Matthew 1:1-17 which is broken into three main sections. 

Verses 2-6 cover the time in the history of the Jewish people from Abraham to David, a period 

that culminates in the high point of Israelite history in the beginning of the Davidic monarchy.  In 

verses 7-11, Matthew reminds his readers both of the glory of the Davidic reign and the steady 

slide that resulted in Israel’s darkest period of captivity. The third period, in verses 12-16, 
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extends from the captivity to Jesus, a period in which there is no king, a period in which the 

Jews are at the mercy of foreign powers and in which their hopes of redemption grow and are 

finally met when Jesus comes onto the scene as the culmination of Jewish history. Notice verse 

16 where Jesus is born and is named by Matthew as “Jesus who is called Christ”. In doing this, 

Matthew is making all who have gone before subservient to Jesus, the Redeemer of Israel. 

Note verse 17: 

Thus there were fourteen generations in all from Abraham to David, fourteen from David to the 

exile to Babylon, and fourteen from the exile to the Christ. 

In this summation, Matthew has done two interesting things: First, he has tied Jesus to the 

history of Israel so as to place Him at its very center, and second, he set up His arrival as a the 

beginning of a whole new era, an era that is not like any that has come before. In doing this, 

Matthew has also forced us to notice the number 14, since he mentioned it three times in his 

summary verse. We’ll consider this and other exciting things as we continue our look at this 

amazing passage next time; see you then! 

 

The Genealogy of Jesus Christ: Matthew 1:1-6 

This is the genealogy of Jesus the Messiah the son of David, the son of Abraham: (1:1) 

Matthew begins with this verse full of content and contextual implications. It would seem that 

Matthew is intent on linking the story of Jesus to the larger context of Israel’s history. Notice his 

reference to “the genealogy of” in language which in the original Greek parallels that of the 

Septuagint in Gen. 2:4 and 5:1, alongside the names of David and Abraham, two of Israel’s 

most illustrious heroes. That Matthew uses the terms “Jesus the Messiah” (or Jesus Christ) 

makes it quite clear that this son of David is special (cf. 2:4; 16:16, 20; 22:42; 24:5, 23; 26:63, 

68). In putting the personal name together with the messianic concept, Matthew is referring 

back to the hopes of an entire Nation.  

With the reference “son of David” our author is hearkening back to the glory days of his people 

and God’s covenant promises concerning the Davidic royal house, David may well be 

considered the pivotal name in the genealogy for it is mentioned 5 times, and is the only name 

associated with the title of “king” (v. 6), singling him out of all other royal references as the 

greatest. Many scholars also point out the presence of the numerical value associated with the 

Hebrew numeric consonants. For the name David the numerics look like this: d (4) w (6) d (4) or 

4 + 6 + 4 = 14. The number 14 is the number of David to be sure, but here it appears that, as 

some suggest, it has more meaning than that, for it is also arrived at by multiplying 2 X 7. 

Seven, as we saw in our study of Revelation, is the number of completeness or perfection. 

Jesus is the second Person of the godhead. Thus, some suggest that 14 is the number of 

Messiah, and when you compare that to David, and recall that the Messiah would be the son of 

David, these scholars conclude their case.  
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As for me personally, I don’t know who is right or wrong about the numbers, but in noticing how 

often the number 14 appears here, and remembering how the ancient Jews felt about numbers, 

it appears to me that at the least, Matthew is trying in every way possible to make sure that his 

readers get “son of David” and “Messiah” out of this discussion. 

Matthew goes on to mention that David was a “son of Abraham” which is another interesting 

component. Recall God’s covenant with Abraham: Isaac was the son of promise through whom 

all of the nations of the world would be blessed. Here, David is named “son of Abraham”. Jesus 

is mentioned as “son of David” and “Messiah” with the obvious attempt to reinforce Matthew’s 

contention that Jesus is the ultimate fulfillment of God’s covenant promise to Abraham.  

This isn’t such a boring genealogy is it? 

While Matthew doesn’t mention every man who could be mentioned here, the inclusion of the 

names of four women is worthy of our note. As scholars like to do, they often differ about why 

these four names are included. My thought is that these women are all Gentiles; yet here they 

are in the genealogy of Jesus, who is the fulfillment of the very non-Gentile Abrahamic 

covenant. It strikes me that this may be important for two reasons: First, because Matthew 

makes certain to point out when Jesus breaks the ethnic barrier between Jew and Gentile (cf. 

8:5-13; 15:21-28; 28:18-20), and second because of the way that social outcasts received His 

message. Whether or not this was Matthew’s thinking, one thing is perfectly clear: This is no 

ordinary genealogy, and with the arrival of Jesus the Messiah, nothing would ever be the same 

again. 

We’ll pick up in verse 6 when we get together next time! 

 

The Genealogy of Jesus Christ: Matthew 1:6-17 

Matthew continues his genealogy as he moves from the first group of 14 names to the next. The 

first group culminates in King David, that glorious figure who is “a man after God’s own heart”, 

with whom God made a covenant that one of his descendants would always be on his throne, 

and quickly the second group of 14 comes along, ending with no one on David’s throne. This 

scenario underscores the failure of the people of the Abrahamic covenant, and the lack of 

fulfillment of their covenant. 

We can see Matthew’s historic vision in this sequence, a vision of election and high privilege 

followed by human failure and lost opportunity. It would seem that this is a preview of what 

would follow in Matthew’s story as the pattern of Israel’s rebellion and subsequent judgment 

unfolds in Israel’s rejection of Jesus, and Israel’s loss of kingdom (21:33-22:10) the destruction 

of the nation (21:41; 22:18; 23:29-24:3)and eschatological destruction (8:10-11; 22:11-14). 

The final group of 14 is an interesting one for several reasons. For the most part, the names 

found in the first two thirds of the genealogy can be found in the Septuagint, but the nine names 

in vv. 13-15 don’t follow any Old Testament genealogy. In addition, Matthew uses only nine 

names to cover about 500 years, while Luke uses 18, and of these, only four are in both lists; 
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two of the four are Joseph and Jesus. To be fair, this is not uncommon in comparing 

genealogies, as we have mentioned, and neither Matthew nor Luke are recording genealogies 

as  strict historical pedigrees.  Finally, Matthew’s progression from father to son is suddenly 

broken when there is no direct link between Joseph and Jesus, leaving the father of Jesus not 

strictly identified (see verse 16). Notice that Matthew instead shifts our attention from Joseph to 

Mary as “mother of Jesus”. 

Matthew will answer the obvious questions about this ambiguity in the next scene, and the 

implications of that answer will be the subject of the entire story… and to say that those 

implications are huge, would be an understatement, to say the least. 

 

Joseph Gets the News 

Matthew 1:18-25 

 This scene explains the ambiguity that we found in 1:16 regarding the father of Jesus, and I’m 

sure you will recall our discussion of that from last time. Joseph was betrothed to Mary, which in 

that place and time was a process of about a year in length. During that time, the couple was 

legally married, but their union could not be consummated. During this time, the woman would 

normally continue living with her parents, and after the appropriate time had expired, she would 

move to her husband’s house to begin their lives as husband and wife and consummate their 

marriage. 

Since they were legally married, even though they were not living together, the only way this 

betrothal could be broken was by the death of one of the parties, or by a legal divorce. When 

our story picks up, Joseph has just found out that Mary is pregnant. Joseph does not know who 

the father of her child is, but he does know who the father is not. OK, so you are Joseph: What 

would you do? 

Being a righteous man, Joseph recognizes that his betrothed has committed adultery, and that 

the Law prescribes what must come next. Being a compassionate man, he doesn’t want to 

initiate formal proceedings and bring Mary to disgrace, so he resolves to present her with a bill 

of divorce quietly, in front of two witnesses, rather than have formal proceedings, which 

technically would have her facing a capital crime. 

With this all bouncing around in his mind, God steps in. 

A messenger of God comes to Joseph and explains the situation (vv. 20-21) telling him that the 

child has come from the Holy Spirit of God. All of this takes place in a dream and then Joseph 

awakens. Verses 24 and 25 tell us that Joseph believed this and did as he was instructed, 

taking Mary into his house, and when the son was born, naming him Jesus; we are also told that 

Joseph and Mary did not consummate their marriage until after Jesus was born. It’s all well and 

good for us to read this and accept it without much more thought, but we also know how the 

story of Jesus ends, so the news that He was the Son of God is already a given in our minds, 

but what about Joseph? Every December we hear sermons and stories about the great faith of 
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Mary, while Joseph is only mentioned in passing. Clearly, Mary’s faith was amazing, but it 

always strikes me that Joseph’s was even greater. Maybe it is because I’m a man, but Joseph 

was still faced with a rather significant choice here; what if that was just a regular old dream and 

not an angel coming to deliver a message? 

Remember: Mary knew she was still a virgin; Joseph only knew he wasn’t the father of her child. 

Whatever thoughts and lingering doubts may have been in his mind, Joseph did as he was 

instructed, and Jesus was of the royal line of David by adoption. 

Some might be thinking here that Mary was also of David’s line as seen in Luke’s genealogy, 

and that would appear to be true. However, Mary was a descendant of David through David’s 

son Nathan, while Joseph was of David’s line through King Solomon, and the throne was 

passed down to and through Solomon, not Nathan, thus any claim Jesus would have had to the 

throne of David, would have been by his adoption by Joseph which, by the way, would be 

perfectly legal. 

Much more important than any claim to the throne at that time, was the fact that Jesus’ actual 

father was God, and His unique status as royal heir and Son of God will continue to play a major 

part in his early years that are discussed in the next chapter. 

Coming up next, I will discuss the two verses I had skipped, verses 22 and 23 which tell us that 

Jesus’ unconventional conception took place to fulfill the prophecy found in Isaiah 7:14; see you 

then! 

 

 Matthew’s Interesting Use of Isaiah 7:14 

Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign: The virgin will conceive and give birth to a 

son, and will call him Immanuel. 

Isaiah 7:14 

As a Christian reading this verse as translated in the NIV, and then seeing Matthew’s reference 

to it in Matthew 1:22-23, it is very easy to say that this is really cool, and then just keep on 

going. If we do that, we miss something that is both problematic and fascinating. Here is 

Matthew’s statement: 

All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet: “The virgin will conceive 

and give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel” (which means “God with us”). 

This is the first time Matthew cites the fulfillment by Jesus of an Old Testament prophecy, but 

scholars have struggled with it for centuries because the original Hebrew of Isaiah doesn’t 

exactly say what we have just read. In fact, there really isn’t any record of a messianic 

interpretation of this verse prior to Matthew. There are two reasons for this: First, as I 

mentioned, the Hebrew doesn’t quite say anything about a virgin, for the Hebrew word Isaiah 

used was “’almah” which means a young woman of marriageable age; she may or may not still 
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be a virgin. This ambiguity is important to us because Mary’s virginity is the point of the exercise 

in our Matthew passage. 

The second problem for scholars is the fact that this verse falls within the larger context set in 

Isaiah 7:1-2: 

When Ahaz son of Jotham, the son of Uzziah, was king of Judah, King Rezin of Aram and 

Pekah son of Remaliah king of Israel marched up to fight against Jerusalem, but they could not 

overpower it. 

Now the house of David was told, “Aram has allied itself with Ephraim”; so the hearts of Ahaz 

and his people were shaken, as the trees of the forest are shaken by the wind. 

Here’s what happens in Isaiah 7: The kings of Syria and Israel (Northern Kingdom) join in 

league together to oppose the Assyrians. They ask King Ahaz of Judah (Southern Kingdom) to 

join with them, but he refuses, so they march on Jerusalem to dethrone him and put a favorable 

king on the throne (Is. 7:6). God dispatches Isaiah to Jerusalem to tell Ahaz that the two kings 

will fail if Ahaz will believe God (Is. 73-9). Ahaz doesn’t take Isaiah’s advice, and even considers 

an alliance with the Assyrians (cf. 2 Kings 16:5, 7; Is. 7:17). The Lord sends Isaiah to Ahaz a 

second time, this time offering to give Ahaz a sign so that he will believe God, and once again 

Ahaz refuses (Is. 7:10-12). In 7:14, God, who through Isaiah, gives him a sign anyway. 

The sign God gave Ahaz in 7:14 that Matthew quotes is explained further in Isaiah 7:16: 

for before the boy knows enough to reject the wrong and choose the right, the land of the two 

kings you dread will be laid waste. 

The prophet goes on to explain that their lands will be laid waste by the king of Assyria, which is 

what happened, and Ahaz and his kingdom were saved from the threat. Thus, it probably never 

occurred to Isaiah, or anyone else for that matter, that the son of 7:14 was the future Messiah at 

all; that is until Matthew got it. 

What Matthew saw was a broader meaning that applied to the ultimate fulfillment of God’s 

promises; consider the larger context of Isaiah 7-11: It is full of the theme of exile (7:18-25; 8:1-

10, 19-22) right beside the theme of God’s presence (Immanuel, 8:8, 10) and the clear promise 

of a great son of David (9:6-7; 11:1). What Matthew understood was that there may well have 

been a fulfillment in Isaiah’s time of certain prophetic promises, and that those early fulfillments 

might very well foreshadow an ultimate fulfillment by the Person of Jesus Christ, which is an 

important concept for us to keep in mind as we go forward in his Gospel. 

 

The Infancy of Jesus 

Matthew 2:1-12 

As we have already seen, Matthew ties his story of Jesus together with Israel’s past in a variety 

of ways in his account of Jesus. Clearly in today’s passage, we can see that, but he does so 
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throughout the first two chapters in which no fewer than five human decisions are the result of a 

dream, reminiscent of many stories of Israel’s past events (1:20; 2:12, 13, 19, 22). Four times in 

chapter 2 alone, Matthew concludes a scene by telling his readers that it is a fulfillment of 

prophecy (2:6, 15, 18, 23) giving his readers the clear impression that after a long period of 

silence, God is once again busy at work in the midst of His people. The two parts of this chapter 

give us therefore, a deeper look at the whole character of Jesus’ messianic role as well as His 

relationship with the Father. 

As the first scene opens, Matthew sets time and place as “after” Jesus’ birth and in Bethlehem 

once again reinforcing Jesus as son of David. By mentioning that this scene takes place during 

the reign of Herod, Matthew is giving his Jewish readers a clue that there is about to be trouble. 

Herod, half Jew, had gained power in 40 BC through shrewd political moves that enabled him to 

gain favor with the Romans. However, he was never accepted as a legitimate king by the Jews, 

and as time went on, he had become more and more paranoid about threats not only to his 

person but to his throne. He was known for wild fits of rage and anger and making rash or 

violent decisions, so receiving news that a true Davidic king had recently been born in 

Bethlehem was bound to set him off. 

Most scholars agree that the “Magi” were likely astrologers from Persia or Arabia; they are 

Gentile, not Jewish, and we must not miss the irony that they are the ones who bring the news 

of the birth of the “king of the Jews” to Jerusalem. Their pilgrimage to Jerusalem and their 

worship at the scene also tells us that they obviously were aware of the universal implications of 

this birth, quite a contrast to the unbelief and complacence of Israel. When they told Herod 

about the birth, we might understand why he was “disturbed” but notice in verse 3 that “all 

Jerusalem” was disturbed along with him; shouldn’t there have been dancing in the streets? 

They were “disturbed” instead. 

Herod assembles the religious experts and asks where the messiah is to be born, and they tell 

him that it is to be in Bethlehem, quoting from Micah 5, sort of… Micah actually said: 

“But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, 

    though you are small among the clans of Judah,  

out of you will come for me 

    one who will be ruler over Israel,  

whose origins are from of old, 

    from ancient times.” 

He will stand and shepherd his flock 

    in the strength of the LORD, 

    in the majesty of the name of the LORD his God. 

And they will live securely, for then his greatness 

    will reach to the ends of the earth. (Micah 5:2, 4) 

Matthew completely leaves out verse 3: 
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Therefore Israel will be abandoned 

    until the time when she who is in labor bears a son,  

and the rest of his brothers return 

    to join the Israelites. 

I know that there are teachers and scholars who have explanations of exactly why verse 3 is 

omitted from Matthew’s text either by Matthew himself, or by the Jewish authorities when they 

quoted it to Herod. However, since as of the date of this writing, I have not had the opportunity 

to ask them myself, all I will say here is that this strikes me as a very interesting omission. In 

any event, you no doubt noticed that Matthew’s account includes a little change or two from 

Micah. First, Ephrathah becomes in the land of Judah which underscores once again that Jesus 

is from the tribe of Judah, which is the tribe David came from. Second, instead of describing 

Bethlehem as though you are small among the clans of Judah, it receives special attention as 

by no means least among the rulers of Judah. Finally, Matthew adds a line that comes from 2 

Sam. 5:2 where the Lord tells David that he will “shepherd my people Israel”: All of these serve 

to highlight the messianic implications of this mysterious birth in Bethlehem.   

After this, Herod’s plot begins to unfold. In a secret meeting, he seeks to trick the Magi by 

sending them on their way to Bethlehem, and asking them to provide him with the location of the 

child. They follow this very odd star, and from Matthew’s description, it would seem to be 

something that is not described by any natural phenomenon, and considering the intrigues and 

reactions we’ve already read about, I wonder if anyone else could see it at all. Whatever the 

explanation, they arrived at the “house” where they found Jesus and Mary; note that it isn’t a 

manger at this point, for it would have taken these men a considerable amount of time to arrive 

at the palace of Herod from Persia or Arabia. The story of what happened next is familiar to all, 

and the scene closes with one more twist; the men receive a dream in which they are told not to 

return to Jerusalem, and they return home by another route. Their obedient spirit along with 

their true worship leaves us with grave doubts about the religious leaders of Jerusalem. 

 

A Sudden Trip to Egypt and a Home in Nazareth 

Matthew 2:13-23 

When we left off, the Magi, because of a message from God in a dream, left the house where 

the infant Messiah was staying in Bethlehem and returned home without going back to tell 

Herod where the child could be found. It would seem that almost immediately after they 

departed, Joseph had another word from an angel in a dream telling him to flee from Bethlehem 

with his family and go directly to Egypt, because of the plot of Herod to kill the baby. 

Joseph obeyed without hesitation. 

Matthew doesn’t give us any more detail than that. I too have traveled from Bethlehem to Egypt; 

I took a bus. What method of travel did Joseph employ  a bus, a train… or maybe a donkey or 

a camel or on foot? Where did they end up in Egypt? I went straight to Cairo; Egypt is a pretty 

big place, but we have no information from Matthew… 
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What we should remember is that Matthew is not writing a travel story, he’s showing us who the 

baby was, for He was a rather special little Person. Egypt had long been a place for political 

refugees in Israel to go to when in danger (cf. 1 Kings 11:40; 2 Kings 25:26; Jer. 41:16-18; 

26:21; 43:1-7). We begin to see what Matthew is up to in verse 15, for rather than tell us any 

details of their flight; he tells us that this fulfills the words of Hosea:  “Out of Egypt I called my 

son.” (Hos. 11:1).  

Next, in verse 16, we find out how terrible a plot Herod had in mind; he would have all boys 2 

and under murdered… in fulfillment of yet another prophecy, this time it’s Jer. 31:15: 

“A voice is heard in Ramah, 

    weeping and great mourning,  

Rachel weeping for her children 

    and refusing to be comforted, 

    because they are no more.” (v. 18) 

Do you see what Matthew is doing here? He really isn’t giving us a historical narrative of the life 

of a very young Christ at this point; he is pointing out who He is. 

In the remaining verses, verses 19-23, we discover that upon the death of Herod, Joseph has 

another angelic visit in a dream in which he is given the “all clear” to return home, and once 

again, Joseph complies promptly, ending up in the dusty town of Nazareth of Galilee. Joseph 

seems to have gone there to avoid the new king who happens to have been Herod’s son, a little 

tidbit he seems to have acquired in yet another dream. Nazareth must have seemed perfect to 

Joseph, being very remote and off the beaten path as it was (and still is), but it just happens to 

fulfill more prophecy, although Matthew cites none in particular, preferring to use the plural; 

“prophets”.  

In fact, the word “Nazarene” is not found in the Old Testament, and this gives scholars a bit of a 

research problem. As you might guess, there are many theories resulting from this issue, 

ranging from the suggestion that Matthew’s work is unreliable to some others that are rather 

fantastic. Personally, after studying and reflecting on many of the ideas out there, I think the 

solution is something along these lines: 

Matthew is playing on words, for there is an interesting similarity between the Hebrew word for 

“branch” and the Greek for “Nazarene”. There is a phonetic word play there… and if this is what 

Matthew was thinking, then the Hebrew word in question tsemach ֶצַמח  is found in some 

interesting places (cf. Is. 4:2; 11:1; Jer. 23:5; 33:15; Zech. 3:8; 6:15) in which strong emphasis is 

placed upon Jesus’ Davidic roots in a clear messianic context. However you might interpret this, 

Matthew in both the first and second chapters has been very keen to demonstrate the identity of 

Jesus as the son of David and His inherent characteristic as Son of God. 

Next time, we’ll begin chapter 3, and as you will see, Matthew skips over about 30 years and 

resumes with the story of John the Baptist: Does anyone expect to see a prophecy f or two 

being fulfilled in that story? 
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Preparing the Way of the Lord 

Matthew 3:1-12 

Matthew skips over nearly 30 years between 2:23 and 3:1 and in so doing he has emphasized 

for us his priority on the identity and role of Jesus over that of providing mere biographical 

information. This is further emphasized for us in that Matthew picks up all these years later not 

with Jesus, but with John, for John’s story serves to underscore the messianic role and function 

that Jesus will fulfill. 

A common form of Jewish messianic hope is represented by the notion that Elijah would return 

as a precursor to the arrival of the Messiah (cf. Matt. 11:14; 17:10-13; Mal. 3:23-24; 4:5-6). 

Matthew takes care to present John in this light to underscore ultimately, the identity of Jesus, 

for in presenting John as he did, Matthew shows that John’s emergence upon the scene marks 

the beginning of a whole new paradigm in Israel. Consider the fact that John has come to the 

territory of David (3:1) in the spirit of Elijah (cf. 3:4; 2Kings 1:8) preaching a message of 

repentance (3:2, 7-10; cf. Mal. 3:1-5; 4:5-6), in the context of the nearness of the Kingdom (3:2) 

and the ultimate judgment of the “mightier one” to come (3:11-12).  As Matthew’s story 

continues to unfold in the chapters that follow, John’s work will continue to give us focus on the 

character and mission of Jesus (cf. 3:14; 11:1-19; 14:1-12; 16:14-20; 17:9-13; 21:23-27). 

Matthew breaks his description of John the Baptist into two parts: 3:1-6 highlight John’s ministry, 

and 3:7-12 his message. 

3:1-6: There is no coincidence in the fact that John appears in the “wilderness of Judea” (or 

“desert”) for it had long been expected that the precursor to messiah’s arrival would come from 

the Wilderness (Is. 40:3-4; 42:14-55:13; Ezek. 20:33-44; Hos. 2:14-15). This also provides us 

with a connection between Moses in the Wilderness and the story of Jesus. The Kingdom of 

Heaven (mentioned by Matthew 33 times in his Gospel) was near; there was urgency in John, 

an urgency that came from the very nature of his calling, as seen in the quotation from Isaiah 

40:3.  

John is further connected to the prophets of old in Matthew’s description of his wardrobe and 

menu. His dress is associated with that of Elijah (2Kings 1:8; cf. Zech. 13:4). His menu is that of 

a prophet fully consecrated to God. The impact of John’s ministry out in the desert was profound 

indeed; people came from all around to hear his message. They not only heard it, but they 

responded to it as well, confessing their sins and repenting, being baptized in the Jordan River. 

3:7-12: Yes indeed, John’s ministry was having quite an impact, and when a radical message 

has a significant impact upon the people, the authorities will be looking into the situation, and 

that is what happens in these verses. Matthew tends to present the Pharisees and Sadducees 

as a united front throughout his Gospel, but to be sure, they would have only been united if they 

felt threatened, for they were rival factions that didn’t usually see eye-to-eye on very much. 

John, as Jesus would later, saw right through their façade. 
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In verses 7-10, John essentially launches a broadside at them; his message, crafted in 

apocalyptic terms they would understand was simply that they must repent of their 

unrighteousness like everyone else, or face judgment. This is made even clearer in vv. 11-12 

where John clearly tells them that his baptism is all about repentance, but there will shortly 

appear one who is far greater than he, who will baptize with the Holy Spirit and with fire. There 

are various interpretations of the issue of “Holy Spirit” and “fire” that John speaks of here and 

whichever you prefer is fine by me. As for me, as simple-minded as I am, I simply see a very 

tight context here that is illustrated in verse 12: 

His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear his threshing floor, gathering his wheat into 

the barn and burning up the chaff with unquenchable fire.” 

Using a simple agricultural metaphor that would be understood by most anyone in that day, 

John is telling the religious leaders that they will soon be able to repent and receive Jesus’ 

baptism and the Holy Spirit, or they can refuse and face the consequences; it would be their 

choice, just like it is our choice. This same tension will come up time and again in Matthew’s 

story.  

In the next scene, John will have an entirely different kind of visit; see you there! 

 

Jesus Appears on the Scene 

Then Jesus came from Galilee to the Jordan to be baptized by John. But John tried to deter 

him, saying, “I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?” 

Jesus replied, “Let it be so now; it is proper for us to do this to fulfill all righteousness.” Then 

John consented. 

Matthew 3:13-15 

So far, we have seen John’s ministry and teaching, and we have seen the response of so many 

people to his work. Then Jesus bursts onto the stage. It is abundantly clear in verse 13 that 

Jesus departed from Galilee for the express purpose of receiving John’s baptism during the time 

that he was preaching in the wilderness, and it is also clear that the work of John is linked 

strategically with the arrival of Jesus. 

John’s reaction to this does him considerable credit; he seemed to be surprised that one so 

much greater than he would want to submit to his baptism. Rather, John knew that he needed 

what Jesus could offer; not the other way around. That is when Jesus speaks for the very first 

time in Matthew’s Gospel; for the time being anyway, it was right and proper that Jesus submit 

Himself to John’s preparatory baptism so that all righteousness could be fulfilled. 

It seems clear, at least to me, that Jesus wasn’t making any sort of legal argument, for there 

was no Jewish Law that said He had to be baptized, there wasn’t any specific prophecy that had 

to be fulfilled or anything like that, rather it was righteous for Jesus to submit to the baptism of 

John to prepare Him to step forth from the shadows into the bright lights of His own ministry as 
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the Messiah, the Son of God, for you see, Jesus was not there to do His own will, but to submit 

to the Father’s will and purpose. Isn’t it interesting that when Jesus in obedience submitted to 

John, John immediately submits to His request to be baptized? 

So then, why did God want this little scene to happen? 

As soon as Jesus was baptized, he went up out of the water. At that moment heaven was 

opened, and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and alighting on him. And a voice 

from heaven said, “This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased.” 

Matthew 3:16-17 

Jesus submits to John’s baptism, John submits to Jesus’ request to be baptized, Jesus is 

immersed… and as soon as He comes up out of the water, heaven was opened. It seems to me 

that this is one of those “wow” moments… 

“Heaven was opened” is used several times in Scripture to signal a divine revelation (cf. Ezek. 

1:1; Is. 63:19; Acts 7:56; Rev. 4:1) and this time is no different; God has a little announcement 

to make. First, the Spirit descends upon Jesus “like a dove” and alights on him. Some have 

suggested that this is when Jesus actually became God’s son, but to me that seems unlikely, 

particularly considering the great pains Matthew has gone to already to show the Sonship of 

Jesus from the time of His conception. What seems more likely to me is that this anointing of the 

Holy Spirit is done in conjunction with His commissioning, which follows immediately when the 

voice of God speaks forth from Heaven pronouncing His pleasure with His Son. 

It isn’t every day that you see all three Persons of the Godhead manifested together in one 

place at the same time; thus began the earthly ministry of Jesus, the Messiah. 

 

Jesus in the Wilderness 

Matthew 4:1-11 

After His baptism by John, Jesus heads out to the Wilderness (desert) to be tempted by Satan. 

In this narrative, we see once again Matthew’s fondness for connecting his story about Jesus 

with the history of Israel, in this case, with the 40 years of wandering. I truly doubt that God was, 

as some might suggest, testing Jesus to make sure that He could be fully trusted; it was a little 

late for that. Instead, it seems to me that God was drawing a contrast between the faithfulness 

of Jesus His Son, and the people who for forty years wandered in the Wilderness because of 

their lack of faithfulness to God. In fact, we will see this tendency in Jesus all through the story 

of His life. 

Satan plays an interesting role in all of this, but then he played a behind the scenes role in the 

original story as well, as seen by the constant grumbling and complaining of the Israelites. In our 

story, Satan interacts with Jesus in the role of tempter; yes, he seems focused on pulling Jesus 

away from his Father and into Satan’s orbit and service. I can’t say whether or not Satan really 

thought he could succeed in this; he must have known it was a long shot, but he tried. 
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The drama begins after Jesus has fasted for forty days and forty nights. Now that Jesus is really 

hungry and physically weak, Satan drops in to taunt Him saying “If you are the Son of God, tell 

these stones to become bread.”  Jesus replies by quoting Deut. 8:3: “It is written: ‘Man shall not 

live on bread alone, but on every word that comes from the mouth of God.” 

If Jesus can quote the Scriptures, it might interest us to know that Satan can as well, and in his 

second taunt, that is exactly what he did, after transporting the scene to the highest point of the 

Temple:  “If you are the Son of God,” he said, “throw yourself down. For it is written: 

“‘He will command his angels concerning you, 

    and they will lift you up in their hands, 

    so that you will not strike your foot against a stone.” (cf. Psalm 91:11-12) 

Jesus isn’t buying Satan’s twisting of the Word of God, this time quoting Deut. 6:16: Jesus 

answered him, “It is also written: ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.’” 

At this stage in the story, Satan is about to get to his actual point; it was never his mission to 

test Jesus to see if He was really the Son of God; he knew exactly who Jesus was, after all, why 

else would old Herod have been so anxious to kill Jesus as an infant? No sir, Satan knew 

exactly who he was talking to, and his whole reason for being there was to try and “turn” Jesus, 

to gain His worship, just the way he had “turned” Adam and Eve, and so he comes to his point: 

Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms of the world 

and their splendor. “All this I will give you,” he said, “if you will bow down and worship me.” (4:8-

9) 

When we think about this, it seems a little strange for Satan to make such an offer as though he 

actually held the power to deliver on his promise, but then he is a liar and the father of lies. 

Jesus, as God’s Son is heir to the entire universe and beyond, but His path to His destiny is not 

by stealing or betrayal, it is the path of service, a path that, as we will see, leads to the cross. 

This is the path that Matthew is leading us on through the rest of His account of Jesus’ story, but 

even more than that, it is our path as disciples of Jesus today, for we too have become co-heirs 

with Christ to everything, but our path to inheriting everything is not through stealing, scheming 

or conquest, but by the path of service. 

At this point in the story, Jesus is done with Satan:  

Jesus said to him, “Away from me, Satan! For it is written: ‘Worship the Lord your God, and 

serve him only.’” 

Then the devil left him, and angels came and attended him. (4:10-11) 

Quoting Deut. 6:13, Jesus equates Satan’s “offer” with idolatry and dismisses him. An obvious, 

but often overlooked aspect of this is that even in His weakened condition, Jesus told Satan to 

leave, and Satan obeyed.  

Interesting isn’t it? 
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So here we are, followers of Christ, indwelt by the Holy Spirit, and we think we have so many 

problems and that the devil is so strong, unstoppable and alluring, but all of that is the devil’s lie! 

What did James say about this? 

Submit yourselves, then, to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you. 

James 4:7 

 

Jesus Heads to Galilee 

When Jesus heard that John had been put in prison, he withdrew to Galilee. Leaving Nazareth, 

he went and lived in Capernaum, which was by the lake in the area of Zebulun and Naphtali— to 

fulfill what was said through the prophet Isaiah: 

“Land of Zebulun and land of Naphtali, 

    the Way of the Sea, beyond the Jordan, 

    Galilee of the Gentiles— 

the people living in darkness 

    have seen a great light; 

on those living in the land of the shadow of death 

    a light has dawned.” 

Matthew 4:12-16 

As the first section of Matthew’s Gospel draws to its close, Matthew inserts some transition, and 

in so doing, he continues his pattern of linking the story of Jesus with Israelite history; in this 

case using geography as his means. It would seem that Jesus heard that John had been 

arrested, and then headed for Galilee. Let’s not b e too hasty to assume that He did so because 

He feared arrest or danger Himself; there is something much greater in play here, for John’s 

arrest put an end to his mission to “prepare the way of the Lord” and thus, with everything in 

readiness and the fullness of time having arrived, it was time for Jesus to step into center stage. 

In fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy found in Isaiah 9:1-2, Jesus travels there, but He doesn’t 

resume His residence in Nazareth, He sets up shop in Capernaum which will be His base of 

operation during His Galilean ministry. Notice the inclusion of the tribes that once lived in this 

region, among the very first to be taken into captivity, along with the reference to “Galilee of the 

Gentiles” with its obvious reference to the universal nature of Jesus’ messianic mission and its 

fulfillment of God’s promises to Abraham. 

There is also the observation that these are people, both Jew and Gentile, who are living in 

darkness, in the very “shadow of death” for whom a new light is beginning to dawn. This is not 

only the dawning of hope, but it is also the dawning of the truth of God’s redemptive plan 

coming into its final phase of execution. Matthew sums the whole first section of the book up in 

one wonderful sentence: 

From that time on Jesus began to preach, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.” 
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Matthew 4:17 

 

Calling Disciples 

As Jesus was walking beside the Sea of Galilee, he saw two brothers, Simon called Peter and 

his brother Andrew. They were casting a net into the lake, for they were fishermen. “Come, 

follow me,” Jesus said, “and I will send you out to fish for people.” At once they left their nets 

and followed him. 

Going on from there, he saw two other brothers, James son of Zebedee and his brother 

John. They were in a boat with their father Zebedee, preparing their nets. Jesus called them,  

and immediately they left the boat and their father and followed him. 

Matthew 4:18-22 

As we continue with Matthew’s account of Jesus, we come to the time when He began calling 

disciples, and no matter how many times I read these accounts whether it be here in Matthew or 

in one of the other Gospels, I am always struck by the fact that Jesus called and they came 

immediately. No excuses, no arguments, nobody had to “pray about it” (so they could avoid 

saying no): Jesus called, they responded. 

This short account begins with the calling of Peter and Andrew, two fishermen who were out on 

the Sea of Galilee fishing. Jesus calls them and says that He will make them fishers of men. 

Notice they had nets in the water at that moment and they just left them there and went with 

Jesus. Let’s be clear, they were fishermen, not sportsmen; fishing wasn’t their hobby, it was 

their livelihood. When they just left everything and followed Jesus, they lost their business. They 

also left their boat behind… they sacrificed greatly to follow Jesus, and they did it without 

hesitation. 

Next, Jesus called John and James who were fishing with their father, and once again, without 

hesitation, they left not only their profession but they left their father to follow Him. If walking 

away from your livelihood is big, turning your back on your family is bigger still. There is a cost 

to following Jesus; we may not like to talk about it, but it is true nevertheless. 

So to recap, these four disciples responded to Jesus immediately, and in doing so, they gave up 

everything they had in this world to follow Him. In our day, what do we give up to follow Him? 

Cussing? An hour a week? 

Yet often we say following Him is too hard! 

Next time, we’ll see how His early ministry was doing; see you then! 
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Kingdom, Teaching, Healing 

Jesus went throughout Galilee, teaching in their synagogues, proclaiming the good news of the 

kingdom, and healing every disease and sickness among the people. News about him spread 

all over Syria, and people brought to him all who were ill with various diseases, those suffering 

severe pain, the demon-possessed, those having seizures, and the paralyzed; and he healed 

them. Large crowds from Galilee, the Decapolis, Jerusalem, Judea and the region across the 

Jordan followed him. 

Matthew 4:23-25 

This interesting piece of text provides a transition into the next scene that covers chapters 5-7; 

the Sermon on the Mount, as it is commonly called. As we consider these verses,  we have a 

device that Matthew uses several times in the his book, that of a generalized summation of 

events that leads into the next scene which in turn, provides a more specific look at what has 

been generalized (cf. 8:16; 9:35; 12:15; 14:35-36; 15:30-31; 19:1-2).  

In this particular case, we have a generalization in 4:23 that has a parallel in 9:35 that describes 

Jesus’ early ministry in very messianic terms, providing a sort of literary book ends to the 

content in between. As we move into chapters 5-7, we will have a very specific example of one 

of His teaching sections; the kind of teaching the people of Galilee were hearing as Jesus 

traveled from place to place. Then, in chapters 8-9 we will shift the focus onto the miracles He 

was performing in their midst, and when you put the two sections together into Matthew’s 

messianic context, we can see not only what was going on at the time, but what the Kingdom of 

Heaven is all about. 

Notice verse 23 where we see that Jesus is moving through the region teaching and proclaiming 

the Kingdom, and healing the sick from every sort of sickness. Then in the remaining verses we 

find that the news of Jesus’ activities spread throughout Israel and into neighboring Syria to Jew 

and non-Jew alike. Then we discover that Jesus isn’t only healing illnesses, He is making the 

lame walk, giving sight to the blind and chasing out demons as well.  

People come from every region to hear Him, to see Him and to be healed.  

Before we move on, let’s pause just a moment to consider what was happening: The long 

awaited Messiah had come to Israel. He went out into the countryside preaching the good news 

of the Kingdom of Heaven, and whenever He did this, people heard God’s Truth and were 

healed of whatever consequence of sin that afflicted them; that is what the Kingdom of Heaven 

does when it is filled with the power of grace and truth, for grace and truth bring with them love, 

and love builds community, and community brings fellowship and healing. 
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The Beatitudes: An Introduction 

Now when Jesus saw the crowds, he went up on a mountainside and sat down. His disciples 

came to him,  and he began to teach them. 

Matthew 5:1-2 

The Sermon on the Mount begins with nine “Beatitudes” in which Jesus describes the present 

reality of the Kingdom in the midst of the people who were listening to this sermon. Notice how 

Matthew has connected the previous section with what is about to happen: Jesus had begun 

His ministry, He’s been preaching and healing and the crowds have grown and grown. He looks 

around and there is a big crowd, so He climbs up a hill, sits down and begins to speak to the 

people. 

His opening is a series of nine Beatitudes that break nicely into two main sections. The first 

section, comprising the first four beatitudes, (5:3-6) focuses on our relationship with God, the 

second group of four (5:7-10) focus on horizontal relationships, with the ninth expanding upon 

the eighth. Each is comprised a statement identifying the character that is blessed by God (e.g., 

“blessed are the poor in spirit”) followed by a clause explaining the basis of their blessing (e.g., 

“theirs is the kingdom of heaven”). The section is bracketed by “for theirs is the kingdom of 

heaven” in verses 3 and 7 which clearly define this introduction to the rest of the Sermon on the 

Mount discourse. 

I’ve noticed over the years that people read these without an actual understanding of what the 

word “blessed” means. I did some research on the word to discover its meaning, and more often 

than I’d like to admit, people use the word in its own definition, even sometimes in dictionaries, 

which, when I was in school, was strictly frowned upon. One definition said that “blessed” 

means “blest”. Gee, thanks for clearing that up! 

The Greek word used here is makarios, which means: “fortunate, well off:—blessed, happy”. 

Thus, when Jesus says “blessed is (or blessed are)” He means that they are fortunate, well off, 

happy. When we read through these beatitudes, we need to be asking questions like, “Why 

would being poor in spirit make me happy, and what is the alternative to being poor in spirit?” 

When we approach the Beatitudes like that, we will very likely discover a mine of great wealth to 

be explored. Consequently, as we go through these one by one, we will be exploring with those 

types of questions in mind. The reason is more than just our getting some good teaching; Jesus 

isn’t just teaching here, He is telling the people about the present state of the kingdom. It wasn’t 

that God would change our earthly circumstances if we would follow Him, it was that God would 

be in a close and personal relationship with the people in this age, and ultimately change the 

paradigm in the next age, this passage, therefore is not only messianic, but apocalyptic as well, 

and most deserving of our careful attention. We will kick it off when we next get together; you 

won’t want to miss a single installment! 
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Poor in Spirit 

Blessed are the poor in spirit, 

    for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 

Matthew 5:3 

The first Beatitude speaks of those who are “poor in spirit”. Much has been made about the 

difference between Matthew’s language and that of Luke in Luke 6:20, for Luke merely says 

“the poor”. Does Matthew have more in mind than mere economic circumstances? 

I’m happy to let others argue, but it seems to me that Matthew, a Jew, might be aware of the 

Old Testament idea of poverty not only in literal terms, but as a state of mind as well, for the 

Hebrew word for “poor” has this additional connotation to it. In those days, a poor person not 

only had to deal with bad economic circumstances, they also had to contend with the fact that 

they had fewer rights in society, for then as now, they lacked the resources to enforce their 

rights; consequently they were at the mercy of others. 

Living in such a state made it clear to anyone who could fathom the notion, that the poor must 

depend entirely upon God. Most of us today, even those of us who don’t enjoy material 

abundance, live in circumstances far better than those of a poor person in ancient times, and 

maybe we too have a hard time seeing what Matthew means; let’s look at it this way: In our 

world, a person of very limited means is never far from being destitute, while a rich person has a 

much larger buffer to get through tough times. The poor person knows they live close to the 

edge; the rich person can convince himself that everything is wonderful, that he is the master of 

his own life, and in doing so, he only deceives himself, for God is the master of everything. We 

see time and again in Scripture that a rich person has a great obstacle to overcome in following 

God, for he thinks he is the one in control, while a poor man has no such delusion to overcome, 

and no great wealth to hold him back. The poor person is free to follow the Lord, while the rich 

person carries his wealth as a millstone around his neck; woe is he. 

The kingdom of heaven is both a present reality and a future hope, for it is with us today in 

Christ, and will be fully realized in its ultimate fulfillment when He returns. For the person who 

recognizes his or her current dependence upon God for everything in life, it is a present reality 

indeed, and a source of great joy, “for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” 

 

Those Who Mourn 

Blessed are those who mourn, 

    for they will be comforted. 

Matthew 5:4 
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Most of the time, we don’t associate blessing with mourning; maybe we should rethink this… 

Matthew didn’t actually say what those blessed ones are mourning; it could be the loss of a 

loved one, it could be the loss of their home or possessions, or it could be the sinful and 

rebellious state of this world. Maybe it doesn’t matter… 

I think it is safe to say that for a person to truly mourn they first had to love; certainly this would 

be true in the loss of a loved one. It would also be true if a person is mourning the loss of 

possessions, for if they didn’t love the possession(s) lost, would they actually mourn? 

It wouldn’t seem so. 

If the person was mourning for the wickedness of this world, wouldn’t that show they loved God 

a whole lot? 

Consider for a moment those who do not mourn; what a terrible and sad life they must lead! 

Never having enough of a relationship with anyone for love to develop; never being able to 

mourn? Never having a loving relationship with God so as to mourn for those who rebel against 

Him? 

Never loving  never mourning? 

Those who mourn will receive comfort from God, both in the here and now and in the ultimate 

future when all pain and sorrow will cease. I don’t know about you, but for me, just knowing this 

is a comfort that brings joy into my life. 

 

For They Will Inherit the Earth 

Blessed are the meek, 

    for they will inherit the earth. 

Matthew 5:5 

A person who is “meek” is often thought of as being resigned to their circumstances, even weak, 

but that really isn’t what is being described here. Those who are “meek” are those who 

understand that they are dependent upon God, and not upon their own strength or even upon 

the power of armies, for our own strength is a temporary affair, as is the might of an army; all 

will perish. Yet God’s strength is eternal, and His might never flags or fails. With this in mind, 

consider who is not meek; the proud, the loud, and the haughty. These are the ones who must 

always dominate others, who must always have the last word, and who will trample others to get 

ahead, for they fear losing control: They are not blessed for their own behavior is their curse. 

The meek will inherit the earth, just like the descendants of Abraham would inherit the Land. 

Once again, Matthew has linked an idea relating to Jesus with Israelite history, and this time, he 

has done so in a way that leads us to an apocalyptic conclusion, for those who place their full 

faith and trust in God for their provision will not only enjoy relationship with Him now, but will 

reign with Him upon His return, thus receiving a double blessing of His grace. 
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For They Will Be Filled 

Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, 

    for they will be filled. 

Matthew 5:6 

I doubt that I need to discuss what it means to “hunger and thirst for righteousness” so let’s 

jump directly to what will become of the one who has no such desire. I think we can safely 

assume that the one who has no such desire will not be blessed, and one who hungers and 

thirsts for wickedness will not only find what they are looking for, but they will also find God’s 

curse in His judgment. Such a person will always need to be looking over his shoulder, will be 

running from the law, and will seldom have a restful night’s sleep; if they are lucky, they’ll live 

long enough to die from stress related illness, if not they will die by the sword. Anybody want to 

sign up for that? 

As with the other beatitudes, there is an apocalyptic element to this (see Isaiah 61). God’s 

ultimate gift to Mankind is the gift of righteousness, for when Jesus returns and culminates his 

Church, all evil will be eliminated and the righteous will abide eternally in His Kingdom without 

pain, suffering, oppression or death: Blessed indeed! 

 

Mercy 

Blessed are the merciful, 

    for they will be shown mercy. 

Matthew 5:7 

In verses 7-10, we see a shift from basic personal and physical circumstances into a set of 

social principles or values that are the identifying aspect of Jesus’ moral teaching. In this one, 

we have “mercy” which is the most fundamental aspect of our relationship with God. We only 

have a relationship with God because of His tremendous mercy, for without it, we are 

permanently estranged from Him. Thus, Jesus teaches mercy on our parts as a foundational 

requirement of being His disciple. 

We have received His mercy; we are to show mercy to others when the occasion arises. We 

have received His love; we are to show love to others. How can we show mercy without love, 

and love without mercy? Yes, this is fundamental. 

The person who has received God’s mercy and who shares God’s mercy with others, both 

through the Gospel and through our own attitudes and actions, will in the end, receive mercy 

when those who have refused it receive God’s judgment; this is also a fundamental truth. 

Now we come to the reversal of this: What kind of person does not show mercy to others? 

The ruthless, the cruel, the inhumane, the purely evil… 
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Will they receive mercy: of course not, they will be judged. Will they be blessed in this life by 

relationship with God? No, for they live in open rebellion against Him. Will they receive mercy in 

the end? No, they will receive justice instead. 

 

To See God 

Blessed are the pure in heart, 

    for they will see God. 

Matthew 5:8 

The expression “pure in heart” refers to a person whose inner most thoughts, motivation and 

purpose are pure, clean, wholesome and good; this is the one who will see God. To see God is 

to believe in God, and even more basic, they believe God; such a person is blessed indeed. 

The person who is not pure in heart will not see God, possibly because he would rather not see 

Him. The person who is not pure in heart is one whose inner motivations are not wholesome or 

good, but are more likely centered on self, gain and getting what they want at whatever cost. In 

short they are not blessed because there is little room in their lives for a relationship with Him. 

 

 

 

Blessed are the Peacemakers 

Blessed are the peacemakers, 

    for they will be called children of God. 

Matthew 5:9 

We have already seen that as Jesus went forth proclaiming the Kingdom, that healing, and 

restoration of wholeness followed in His wake, for the restoration of wholeness, including the 

restoration of relationships torn by the hostility of this world is something within the very 

character of God. A peacemaker is someone who places a high priority on restoring 

relationships, even with those considered to be enemies; this is what it means to be a disciple of 

Jesus. 

On the other hand, many, maybe even most people of this world are not peacemakers. Look 

around you, this world is not a peaceful place, for people vie with each other for riches, for 

position and advantage. Such people are not making peace and restoring relationships, except 

for personal gain; this is not the behavior of a disciple, and thus the blessing of a restored 

relationship with God is not present in the here and now, and it is not likely to be found in the 

hereafter. 
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For the disciple, blessing in great supply is to be found in restoring wholeness and relationships; 

it is its own reward, and as a disciple the eternal future is both assured and very bright, for there 

will be blessing beyond imagination in store. 

 

Persecuted Because of Righteousness 

Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, 

    for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 

Matthew 5:10 

As a rule, do you expect to see a righteous person persecuting another person because the 

persecuted person is righteous? My guess is probably not. If this is true, then what sort of 

person persecutes another because they are righteous? Again, my guess is that it would have 

to be an unrighteous person; it stands to reason, right? 

God does not bless unrighteousness. 

Righteousness happens when a person lives in accordance with the will of God, and when a 

person lives this way, he or she is considered by God to be “righteous”, and relationship 

between that person and God is in place; thus in this life such a person is blessed. Theirs is the 

kingdom of heaven; they are blessed for all eternity and with this, we are back to where we 

started in 5:3. In our next post, we will see that verses 11-12 expand on this theme to take us to 

a whole new level of purpose and blessing; see you then! 

 

Blessed Are You 

Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil against 

you because of me. Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven, for in the 

same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you. 

Matthew 5:11-12 

In verse 10, Jesus said that those who are persecuted for righteousness are blessed; here He 

gets personal, for now He isn’t referring to someone else, or some group of individuals, now it is 

about “you”. People may speak all sorts of evil against us as followers of Jesus; what should our 

reaction be  should we pop ‘em right in the mouth? 

It wouldn’t seem so; Jesus says we should “rejoice and be glad”, of all things.  

Really? We should rejoice and be glad when people are speaking against us because of our 

faith in Christ? 

Yes we should, for great is our reward in heaven.  
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Jesus didn’t exactly say so here, but our reward here on earth won’t be so bad, since it is a 

relationship with Him. In the old days, people spoke against the prophets in the same way that 

they spoke of Jesus’ followers; both were persecuted, sometimes killed in the process, but they 

seemed to be OK with all that, for they knew that they had a great reward awaiting them, and 

because they, like Abraham, believed God’s promises. 

So now we conclude the Beatitudes, with an implied question dangling: The patriarchs believed 

God’s promises and endured. The prophets believed God’s promises and endured. The early 

Christians believed God’s promises and endured. Do we believe God’s promises? 

 

There is a Point to the Beatitudes 

“You are the salt of the earth. But if the salt loses its saltiness, how can it be made salty again? 

It is no longer good for anything, except to be thrown out and trampled underfoot. 

“You are the light of the world. A town built on a hill cannot be hidden. Neither do people light a 

lamp and put it under a bowl. Instead they put it on its stand, and it gives light to everyone in the 

house. In the same way, let your light shine before others, that they may see your good 

deeds and glorify your Father in heaven. 

Matthew 5:13-16 

Jesus has just given us a series of character traits or attributes in the beatitudes, but so far, we 

have attributes without a purpose; in these verses, Jesus gets to His larger point. 

To illustrate, He uses two metaphors, salt and light. Salt had many uses in the ancient world, 

thus it is very difficult to nail down the exact use Jesus might have been referring to; He just 

didn’t say. Over the years, people have chosen a possible use and claimed it as the thing Jesus 

had in mind, but to be perfectly honest, such a position is only a matter of speculation, so let’s 

try to avoid falling into that trap; we’ll just look at salt as a basic and useful substance. As an 

example, I’ll mention what were probably the two most common uses of salt, as a food 

preservative, and as the basic ingredient for seasoning food. For either of these uses, if the salt 

loses its saltiness, i.e. its usefulness, then it is worthless. If we, as “the salt of the earth” lose our 

usefulness, then we might fit into that same category. 

This image becomes crystal clear in His next metaphor, light. We, as we exhibit the traits of 

character that Jesus spoke of in the beatitudes, become the “light of the world.” Imagine if you 

can, a world filled with the meek, the poor in spirit, peacemakers, and all of the rest of those 

attributes, next to what we are used to… this is what Jesus meant here by “the light of the 

world.” Light does no good if it is hidden from view; it’s just like salt that has lost its saltiness, so 

He tells us to let our light shine forth in this dark world as a contrast to the norm, to the glory of 

God.  

That is what “Kingdom” is all about. 

I mention this because the Sermon on the Mount is set in the context of Jesus proclaiming the 

Kingdom, and these verses wrap up the introduction of the Sermon. If you are looking at it from 
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a structural point of view, the first 16 verses of this chapter set forth the thesis of the rest of 

Sermon, and as we continue, we will see an expansion upon this theme of bringing about the 

Kingdom of Heaven on this earth in the here and now. 

 

Jesus and the Law 

Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish 

them but to fulfill them. For truly I tell you, until heaven and earth disappear, not the smallest 

letter, not the least stroke of a pen, will by any means disappear from the Law until everything is 

accomplished. Therefore anyone who sets aside one of the least of these commands and 

teaches others accordingly will be called least in the kingdom of heaven, but whoever practices 

and teaches these commands will be called great in the kingdom of heaven. For I tell you that 

unless your righteousness surpasses that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law, you will 

certainly not enter the kingdom of heaven. 

Matthew 5:17-20 

Lest anyone should have the wrong idea about Jesus, He takes the opportunity at the this point 

to clarify His relationship with the Law of Moses, pointing out very clearly that He had no 

intention of abolishing it. As we read this, we might wonder why He stuck this paragraph at this 

point in His remarks; the answer is an interesting one. As He has gone out proclaiming the 

Kingdom of Heaven, healing the sick and chasing out demons, Jesus created quite a stir to say 

the least. He has given us the character traits of the new follower of God, He has shown us a 

new mission for God’s people in the last section, but even though there are new elements He is 

introducing into Israel, He is not doing away with any part of the old Law; no, He has something 

quite different in mind. 

He is going to fulfill both the Law and the Prophets! 

Notice that in this passage, Jesus is still mentioning the Kingdom; in the Kingdom, people won’t 

be approaching the Law in the same way that they have been used to handling it, and it may 

well be that the people have never really handled it correctly, or as God intended. The reason 

for this is simply that the Israelites had the idea that they could become righteous by keeping 

the Law by their own force of will, and as we know, they were never successful for long and 

often fell into total rebelliousness when they failed. In this implication throughout the rest of this 

sermon, Matthew once again is linking the story of Jesus with the history of Israel. 

Entry into the Kingdom will require a great deal more than the Law as presented by the 

Pharisees and teachers of the law, for they taught obedience to Law through legalistic minutia, a 

teaching that God did not bring to them. As the larger story unfolds, we will see time and again 

their legalistic approach colliding with Jesus’ kingdom approach, for they simply could not 

fathom His teaching, for Jesus’ approach was to rely in faith upon God for righteousness, rather 

than on earning it by their own efforts, and frankly, this conflict is still with us today.  
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Beginning with 5:21, Jesus will teach His listeners how the Law should be applied towards one’s 

neighbors, which as we will see, runs a great deal deeper than anything the Pharisees had in 

mind, for their legalism by minutia was only effective in making a person look impressive to 

other people, while Jesus’ approach was allowing God to work in the lives of the people, to His 

glory. 

 

God’s Sacred Children 

“You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘You shall not murder, and anyone who 

murders will be subject to judgment.’ But I tell you that anyone who is angry with a brother or 

sister will be subject to judgment. Again, anyone who says to a brother or sister, ‘Raca,’ is 

answerable to the court. And anyone who says, ‘You fool!’ will be in danger of the fire of hell. 

Matthew 5:21-22 

In the Kingdom of Heaven, high priority is placed upon relationships and community amongst 

the followers of the Lord. The old Law prohibited murder; any Pharisee could have told you 

about that, but Jesus went far beyond the merely outward manifestation of contempt for others, 

zeroing in directly on the private thoughts and inner motivations of people, even though they 

might not act upon those thoughts. Yes, the sixth Commandment prohibited murder, but in the 

Kingdom harboring anger against a brother or sister is equally offensive to God. Calling a 

person a fool or saying “Raca” (empty headed, good for nothing; a fool) is equally egregious to 

God, for in doing such a thing, we are demeaning one of God’s sacred children. 

“Therefore, if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your brother or 

sister has something against you, leave your gift there in front of the altar. First go and be 

reconciled to them; then come and offer your gift. 

Matthew 5:23-24 

A person who is bringing a gift to the alter is a person looking for some form of reconciliation 

with God, depending upon the occasion. Jesus is telling the people that they must not do this 

when they are in need of reconciling with another person; they must reconcile with that person 

first, and then with God. I am often saddened when speaking with people whose relationship 

with God is suffering because it is being blocked by their relational problems within the 

community of believers. It could be unforgiveness, or it could be a guilty conscience for 

something the person has done; both are significant stumbling blocks to relationship with God. 

“Settle matters quickly with your adversary who is taking you to court. Do it while you are still 

together on the way, or your adversary may hand you over to the judge, and the judge may 

hand you over to the officer, and you may be thrown into prison. Truly I tell you, you will not get 

out until you have paid the last penny. 

Matthew 5:25-26 
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Jesus uses a metaphor here to illustrate His point: Lawsuits. If we are involved in a dispute, 

particularly if we have a claim against us from someone, we must settle that claim to restore that 

relationship. The obvious parallel is our situation with God, in which we are sinners who have 

offended God and seek reconciliation with Him. Having received His grace, we cannot simply 

ignore our debts (financial and otherwise) with others in the community, for to do so is to 

disrespect and dishonor one of God’s sacred children; this is a very significant principle of 

walking with Christ. Each human being is one of God’s sacred children, so important to God that 

He sent His Son to die for them. To dishonor, disrespect or demean any one of these children of 

God is to dishonor, disrespect and demean God. 

 

Adultery 

“You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall not commit adultery.’ But I tell you that anyone who 

looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart. If your right eye 

causes you to stumble, gouge it out and throw it away. It is better for you to lose one part of 

your body than for your whole body to be thrown into hell. And if your right hand causes you to 

stumble, cut it off and throw it away. It is better for you to lose one part of your body than for 

your whole body to go into hell. 

Matthew 5:27-30 

Jesus continues in these verses to go straight to the heart of Jewish Law; this time commenting 

on the seventh Commandment. The commission of adultery would seem to involve quite a bit 

more than a roll in the hay in Jesus’ view, since guilt took place when the man looked at another 

woman with desire. Others have commented on this extensively, and I’m happy to let you 

consult them for their wisdom, for this post, I will assume that the words speak plainly enough. 

The principle, in my view, extends beyond another man’s wife and goes to any possession of 

another person; house, car, furniture, TV… whatever. It isn’t yours, and “lusting” after it is a 

spiritual problem. 

Jesus makes this point in verses 29-30 by the use of some hyperbole. Even most literalists will 

agree that Jesus is not advocating self-mutilation, the tearing out of eyes and chopping off of 

hands. However, the right eye and the right hand are illustrative of the principle I mentioned, for 

they represent the things we cast our gaze upon, and our deeds. Is our gaze always upon the 

possessions of others or things we cannot or should not have? If so, then our gaze is clearly not 

on the “things that are above”. What about the things that we do? Are we just about getting 

“things”? Maybe we are all about taking things… 

With this in mind, we step back and look at the larger Kingdom concept: How does our gaze 

upon the spouse of another effect the community of believers? How does it affect the 

relationships involved? How would this affect our own marriages? 

Unlike previous teachers, Jesus is going way beyond the mere commission of a physical act 

and into the inner thoughts and motivations of the heart, for in the Kingdom of Heaven, sin in 

whatever form brings about relational problems between believers and God. 
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Divorce 

“It has been said, ‘Anyone who divorces his wife must give her a certificate of divorce.’ But I tell 

you that anyone who divorces his wife, except for sexual immorality, makes her the victim of 

adultery, and anyone who marries a divorced woman commits adultery. 

Matthew 5:3132 

Jesus’ remarks in these two verses concerning divorce are at once so simple, and so 

complicated; there has been so much confusion within the Christian community over the 

centuries. Before we go too far, let’s keep in mind the context in which this falls: Jesus is 

teaching the people how to live in the Kingdom of Heaven, both as it is in this life and how it will 

ultimately be when the Kingdom is consummated upon His return. He is linking this new kind of 

life with that of old Israel by going straight to the old Law and then showing the people what 

God’s intentions were about their obedience, in contrast to the way they have been taught by 

the Pharisees and teachers of the law who take the approach of legalism and legal minutia 

rather than the approach of faith in God. 

In the old system, a man could easily divorce his wife by giving her a certificate of divorce: bam, 

there it is. This was never pleasing to God, and it was never His intention that this be used as a 

means of simply discarding one woman in favor of the next, for it goes directly to heart of 

covenant faithfulness, and marriage between a man and wife is a picture of the covenant 

relationship between Man and God. You will no doubt recall how Israel was portrayed by the 

prophets as an unfaithful bride. 

Notice how Jesus takes exception to this by saying that a man who divorces his wife makes her 

an adulteress, along with any subsequent husband she may find, except in one case. 

The one exception to this rule is what the NIV calls “sexual immorality” which is their translation 

of the Greek word porneía, meaning two things: Sexual immorality and/or idolatry. Most often, it 

is translated “fornication”, but it carries with it the implication of idolatry or placing something 

above or in place of God. What we need to recognize is that the pure and simple physical action 

here really isn’t the main problem; for the main issue is the fact that one covenant partner is 

acting in total disregard of their covenant vow to the other. The failure on the part of many 

teachers over the centuries to include this aspect of the word and context into their teachings 

has had serious implications in the lives of people, implications that have resulted in chaos, to 

say the least. I say this because the traditional teaching is that a divorce cannot take place 

without inappropriate sexual relations between one of the partners and an outsider. The result 

has been that many women have been forced back into homes where they and their children 

are subjected to serious violence because the violent person didn’t have an affair. No affair, he 

just beat his wife and children senseless wherever he felt like it. 

I have news for those who teach such things: A man who is beating his wife and/or children is 

just as much in total disregard of his marriage vows as anyone who is sleeping around, and he 

is placing the indulgence of his violent tendencies in place of God and His righteousness, 
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making him an idolater. It always amazes me how otherwise rational people freak out when sex 

is an issue, often overlooking other issues that are really the root of the problem. 

However you might read these verses, I’m sure that we can all agree that Jesus is telling us that 

God does not much like divorce, and that we must be willing to do everything that we can do to 

maintain our covenant relationships and help our covenant partners do keep their covenant 

responsibilities, just as God goes the extra mile to help us keep our covenant responsibilities to 

Him. 

 

No Swearing! 

“Again, you have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘Do not break your oath, but 

fulfill to the Lord the vows you have made.’ But I tell you, do not swear an oath at all: either by 

heaven, for it is God’s throne; or by the earth, for it is his footstool; or by Jerusalem, for it is the 

city of the Great King. And do not swear by your head, for you cannot make even one hair white 

or black.  All you need to say is simply ‘Yes’ or ‘No’; anything beyond this comes from the evil 

one. 

Matthew 5:33-37 

It was the Jewish custom to swear an oath to ensure that a person would keep his word in 

making a promise. This was not something that God was crazy about; rather it was more of a 

divine concession to the reality of our fallen state in this world when it came to the provisions for 

oaths in the Law. It was though a person was admitting that what he said may or may not true, 

unless he “swore”, much like it was among the boys I knew as a child; if I “swear” it’s true, then I 

must be really serious, but if I didn’t “swear it” it might be a lie. 

Jesus wants no part of this kind of thinking in the Kingdom; everything we say is to be true; 

there is no place whatsoever for falsehood as a follower of Christ, so there will be no “swearing” 

necessary. More than anything else, these verses call all of us to be men and women of 

integrity and faithfulness, as God is integrity and faithfulness. 

I wonder what things would look like in the here and now if we took this injunction to heart! 

 

An Eye for an Eye… 

“You have heard that it was said, ‘Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth.’ But I tell you, do not resist an 

evil person. If anyone slaps you on the right cheek, turn to them the other cheek also. And if 

anyone wants to sue you and take your shirt, hand over your coat as well. If anyone forces you 

to go one mile, go with them two miles. Give to the one who asks you, and do not turn away 

from the one who wants to borrow from you. 

Matthew 5:38-42 
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I have pointed out many times here in the past that to the ancient Hebrew mind, God’s most 

notable attribute was restraint. In order for a person to follow Jesus Christ, the attribute he or 

she must have is restraint; that this is the key ingredient to our relationship with Him is no 

coincidence. In this paragraph, Jesus is making the same point as He runs through four 

illustrations of a self-denying restraint that seems radical by worldly standards. 

The old Law had provisions for retribution, and the eye for an eye, tooth for a tooth principle was 

intended to ensure that a person’s rights were protected, and that punishment fit the crime. 

However, history shows that this principle was not always followed in an evenhanded way, and 

by the time of Jesus, punishments for damaging other people were usually found in the form of 

monetary fines. From Jesus’ point of view, in the Kingdom these things were not really 

necessary, for our reliance should be upon God alone for justice. 

The first example deals with insults, as a slap to the face would have been considered, as 

opposed to being a violent attack. Jesus did not respond to the insults hurled at Him; neither 

should we respond. If an evil person uses a court to take your property; let him have it. If you 

are compelled into labor, give extra, and always be ready to help those who need it. Far from 

announcing a series of specific commands or new rules and regulations for us to be legalistic 

about, Jesus is simply seeking to shift our focus from the physical things of this world, to a 

deeper and more significant focus on that which is above, and letting God be the judge who will 

bring about true justice to those who cause harm to others. 

Some might suggest that this is a recipe for Christians to be doormats, but I see this as 

something quite different. I see this as Christians being called to great strength, for through all of 

this, we are called to rely not on our own ability to strike back, but upon the inner strength of 

God to overcome evil with good. 

 

Love… all of ‘em 

“You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’  But I tell you, love 

your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be children of your Father in 

heaven. He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and 

the unrighteous. If you love those who love you, what reward will you get? Are not even the tax 

collectors doing that? And if you greet only your own people, what are you doing more than 

others? Do not even pagans do that? Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect. 

Matthew 5:43-48 

This is one of the most often quoted passages of the New Testament, and for good reason. So 

much has been written, and no doubt many who read this have written on it at some point, so 

rather than commenting on it and trying to explain this or that, maybe defining a Greek word or 

trying to sound wise, I’ll just give you some reflections of my own. Maybe they will include 

something worthwhile, and if that is the case for you, then that’s great. If not, then by all means 

toss my wanderings out… or have a good laugh! 
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What kind of people does God love? 

“Well certainly not the kind of people you’re hanging around with; you’ve fallen in with the wrong 

crowd young man!” 

Maybe I was hanging around the wrong crowd, and maybe that wasn’t a good idea for me, but 

don’t ever think, not even for one minute, that God doesn’t love them too. God loves… all of 

‘em, even the naughty boys and girls. OK fine, you caught me, I never said anything like that to 

my mother; do you think I’m crazy? 

That would be more like something my sister would have done. 

Yet it doesn’t take away the fact that God really does love everybody, the good, the not so good, 

the sinner and the saint, the black and the white, the rich and the poor, the Jew and the Gentile, 

the Christian and the Muslim; even the Democrats and the Republicans. 

It pains me to say so, but it also means that God loves my enemies, and expects me to do the 

same. 

I’m not going to lie to you and say that this is always easy, because it isn’t. Yet, it is always the 

right thing to do anyway, and we can do it if we decide to. 

This is what it means to live in the Kingdom, for the Kingdom that Jesus proclaimed was a 

community of love, where all are equal in the eyes of God. Of course in this evil age, not all 

people have chosen to enter into His Kingdom just yet, and we have been appointed to seek 

them out, even if they don’t seem lovable at first, just as Jesus did. They may say yes and they 

may say no, they might even call us names and throw rocks at us, but it isn’t for us to condemn 

them for their response or shun them for their ways and manners; it is enough for us to invite 

and welcome, God has the rest. 

Sometimes Christians like to talk together about how wonderfully blessed we are to have 

entered relationship with the Lord, we talk about how great His mercy is, and all that He did to 

save us, and then we wonder at those who don’t see it. What is the matter with them? Yet once 

upon a time, someone reached out to me with an invitation to join together with the followers of 

Jesus, and much to my amazement I said yes to that invitation. 

Who would have ever expected that? 

So now here I am, so many years later; the torch is now in my hand, as it is in yours; will we 

deny some poor naughty child of God the chance to say yes to our invitation? 

May it never be so. 
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Relationship With God 

Be careful not to practice your righteousness in front of others to be seen by them. If you do, 

you will have no reward from your Father in heaven. 

Matthew 6:1 

Thus far in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus has been showing the people how to have a better 

form of righteousness in their relationships and dealings with others, now He shifts the focus to 

show them a better relationship with God. The people of His day were used to a form of 

righteousness that was centered upon showing others how righteous you are, and maybe that is 

still the case; I’ll leave that to others to debate. It is Jesus’ clear purpose to teach something 

quite revolutionary and different. 

The first sentence of this verse tells the story: “be careful” tells us right off that we are to be 

intentional in this, intentional not to practice acts of righteousness or “piety” in front of an 

audience. Why is that? Because it does not matter what other people think of your level of 

righteousness, for they have nothing to say on the subject; even when they talk quite a lot. It is 

only important that God knows where you are, and He knows what we do in private. That first 

sentence continues to the point: “…in front of others to be seen by them” tells us that if the 

whole reason we are doing something is to impress people, then we have a problem. 

Years ago I worked in a place where everyone was made aware that on Christmas Day the 

boss served meals in a homeless shelter. It was common knowledge that one way to get ahead 

in the organization was to do the same; there was a fair amount of not so subtle pressure to be 

there on Christmas when the boss was there… To be sure, what the boss was doing at the 

shelter was a good thing, but then quite a few “movers and shakers” were there making a point 

on Christmas, but who was there the day after and the day after that? Christmas isn’t the only 

day of the year on which a person must eat. No, the gesture was merely a political one; I didn’t 

participate in it. 

The second sentence of this verse tells the story about what Jesus is trying to impress upon His 

listeners: If we perform acts of righteousness simply to impress other people, then we will not 

receive a reward from our Father, for we have received our due from the people we have 

impressed with our “goodness”. Again, many people do good deeds for the wrong reasons, and 

let’s be honest, the guy in the homeless shelter is just happy to have a warm meal. Yes, that 

may be “good” but it isn’t righteousness in God’s sight. Rather, it is the same thing as trying to 

attain righteousness by our own ability to keep the Law instead of having faith in God. 

God wants a people who do the right things when nobody else is looking, who do the right 

things not for worldly advantage, but because they love God and they love others: Radical 

indeed! 
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Giving to the Needy 

So when you give to the needy, do not announce it with trumpets, as the hypocrites do in the 

synagogues and on the streets, to be honored by others. Truly I tell you, they have received 

their reward in full. But when you give to the needy, do not let your left hand know what your 

right hand is doing, so that your giving may be in secret. Then your Father, who sees what is 

done in secret, will reward you. 

Matthew 6:2-4 

There is a natural quality within most human beings to read an injunction like that in the verses 

above, and make a sort of legal check-list, so let’s be very clear about Jesus’ intentions in this 

teaching: He is not making a set of rules, procedures or protocols about how to give to those in 

need. Instead, He is speaking directly to our inner motivation for giving. Notice that whether or 

not to help those in need is not even mentioned; it is assumed. 

The ones He has dubbed “hypocrites” are helping with a motivation for self aggrandizement, 

they want the praise and respect of their peers, to bolster their social positions. It would seem 

that this might impress “society” but it doesn’t have quite the same impact on the Lord. These 

folks wanted to impress their peers, and evidently they have their wish; and that’s all they will 

get. 

In the Kingdom of Heaven, God wants His people to help those in need because they love God 

and their fellow Men, not for any worldly ulterior motive. Consider this: Has your relationship 

with God ever grown closer because you were praised by men? Everyone likes a little praise 

now and then, and a little recognition can go a long way to encourage people along the right 

path, but simply doing things to become popular never quite seems to bring anyone closer to 

God, for God doesn’t operate that way. 

Quiet sacrifice for His Kingdom’s sake, on the other hand, will bring us closer to Him if we desire 

nothing in return for our sacrifice. The Kingdom is a place of love, community and healing 

precisely because the human motivation for self advancement is not present. Where this has 

not largely taken hold, there is little healing to be had, and love is merely discussed in academic 

terms. 

 

Prayer 

“And when you pray, do not be like the hypocrites, for they love to pray standing in the 

synagogues and on the street corners to be seen by others. Truly I tell you, they have received 

their reward in full. But when you pray, go into your room, close the door and pray to your 

Father, who is unseen. Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you. And 

when you pray, do not keep on babbling like pagans, for they think they will be heard because 

of their many words. Do not be like them, for your Father knows what you need before you ask 

him. 
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Matthew 6:5-8 

For us to properly understand these verses, and the ones to follow, we need to be reminded of 

what Jesus was talking about in this entire section; He set the context in 6:1: 

Be careful not to practice your righteousness in front of others to be seen by them. If you do, 

you will have no reward from your Father in heaven. 

If we remember this context, and that prayer is His second illustration for this point (after giving 

to the needy) then the significance of these verses becomes quite stark, even convicting for 

many of us. 

Prayer, talking with God, the very core of our relationship with God, is not intended to be a 

public spectacle. It is not something you do to impress your family and friends with how 

righteousness you are; it is never to be a “look at me” kind of thing in whatever form the “look at 

me” might take. In fact, there really is no part of our relationship with God that is “public” except 

that others will see the results of our closeness as He works through us to accomplish His 

purpose. 

I hope that doesn’t sound too harsh; but to be fair, I’m being more diplomatic than Jesus was! 

With all of that said, there is of course an important role to be played by corporate prayer and 

worship, but clearly that isn’t what Jesus is referring to here. 

 Let’s be honest, when these verses are considered in context, they really don’t need much 

explanation, but I would like to add a note on prayer and relationship with God. God created 

each one of us, He knows each of us better than we know ourselves, and He comes to us 

where we are, relating to us in the way that He knows is most likely to be meaningful and 

significant. As a consequence, He relates to each one of us a little differently; there is no “one 

size fits all” when it comes to our relationships with Him, and anyone who tries to tell you that 

your relationship with Him must be like such and such is making a mistake, for our God is much 

bigger than that. In hearing people describe their relational experiences with God, I am often 

amazed by what I hear, they are so different from my own rather matter-of-fact “conversations” 

with Him, yet they are precious to the one describing them, just as mine are to me… and this is 

perfectly fine, perfectly normal, right and proper. 

Yet God’s relational method is never just to make us look impressive to other people; that is the 

point Jesus is making here.  

Next time we will continue in this passage, and in doing so, we will arrive at what is often called 

“The Lord’s Prayer”. I hope we will all keep this context in mind as we look at it, for in context, it 

is even more amazing than we might have thought… see you then! 
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“This, then, is how you should pray” 

“This, then, is how you should pray: 

“‘Our Father in heaven, 

hallowed be your name, 

your kingdom come, 

your will be done, 

    on earth as it is in heaven. 

Give us today our daily bread. 

And forgive us our debts, 

    as we also have forgiven our debtors. 

And lead us not into temptation, 

    but deliver us from the evil one.’ 

For if you forgive other people when they sin against you, your heavenly Father will also forgive 

you. But if you do not forgive others their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins. 

Matthew 6:9-15 

Keeping the context of 6:1 in mind, take a look at this prayer, what do you see?  

Do you see “look at me”? Do you see “gimme the goodies”? 

Hardly. 

What we can see here is humility, putting God’s purpose first and foremost, necessities 

forgiveness, and overcoming the evil one; it is elegant in its simplicity. 

We are addressing the Father in heaven, acknowledging His glory and giving Him honor, and 

then asking for His kingdom to come in its fullness, where His will be the only will that is done on 

earth, just like in heaven. Notice that this doesn’t leave all that much room for my own will to be 

done, in fact, my will and your will are not mentioned at all. 

There is a request that God would provide for us, a humble request to be sure, and then a 

request for God’s forgiveness as we forgive others; a scary thought for many, I might add. 

Finally, we are to ask God not to lead us into temptation, but to deliver us from the evil one, 

again a request of supreme humility. When you put this all together, Jesus is teaching us to pray 

in a manner that is entirely foreign to the religious life of His time, and a lot more foreign in our 

own time than we might like to think about, with only God’s will being mentioned. 

After this, Jesus goes on to expand a little bit on the whole subject of forgiveness making a 

conditional statement in verse 15, which must have blown the minds of the Pharisees and their 

gang of friends. Truly, this is radical now as it was back then. 

Was it Jesus’ intention that we simply recite these words over and over? I really doubt it; I see 

this as a model for prayer, the elements to be included in prayer, rather than something to be 

memorized and recited to the absence of anything else, particularly when we lose what He is 
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actually saying here. Of course, I would never say that there is anything wrong with reciting 

these verses, or any verses. 

Here’s some homework: Reflect and pray on these verses, asking Him to reveal them in their 

fullness to you. I think you’ll find this to be a fascinating exercise in spiritual practice. Next time, 

we’ll see what Jesus says about fasting. 

 

Fasting 

When you fast, do not look somber as the hypocrites do, for they disfigure their faces to show 

others they are fasting. Truly I tell you, they have received their reward in full. But when you 

fast, put oil on your head and wash your face, so that it will not be obvious to others that you are 

fasting, but only to your Father, who is unseen; and your Father, who sees what is done in 

secret, will reward you. 

Matthew 6:16-18 

In Jesus’ day, fasting was a popular, common and much valued spiritual discipline, the 

Pharisees for instance fasted twice per week, usually on Mondays and Thursdays. It was also a 

part of certain festivals, such as on the Day of Atonement, and people would often fast 

individually as a sign of their religious devotion; Jesus would seem to have no problem with this 

practice. With this in mind, let’s also remember that this is now His third example of the principle 

He put forth in 6:1… 

The difficulty that arose here is that not only was fasting used as a spiritual practice, it was also 

used to impress others with one’s spirituality. In that vein, I can tell you that I know of two kinds 

of people who regularly fast: The ones who do it to impress others, and the ones who do it the 

way Jesus taught. The thing is, I can give names of people in the first group, but I have no idea 

who belongs to the second… and that is precisely how Jesus wanted it. 

I’ve been asked many times if we, as Christians should fast, and all I can really say to that is 

that if the Lord leads you to fast, then you had best do so, but make sure I never hear of it. I 

have also been asked to attend sessions where a group gets together for “fasting and prayer” to 

pray for such and such. I attended one of these once, I left early, and I’ve never done it again. 

You are free to draw your own conclusions… 

So what am I really saying about fasting? 

If the Lord leads you to fasting, then obey His leading and fast. If the Lord leads a group to 

fasting and prayer and you are one of those being led in that direction, then do it. If not, then 

don’t and don’t concern yourself about what the others think of you, because f you do, then you 

are the hypocrite. 
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Treasures 

“Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moths and vermin destroy, and where 

thieves break in and steal. But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where moths and 

vermin do not destroy, and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure is, 

there your heart will be also. 

“The eye is the lamp of the body. If your eyes are healthy, your whole body will be full of 

light. But if your eyes are unhealthy, your whole body will be full of darkness. If then the light 

within you is darkness, how great is that darkness! 

“No one can serve two masters. Either you will hate the one and love the other, or you will be 

devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and money. 

Matthew 6:19-24 

In the ancient near-East, possessions such as fine clothes, precious stones and food were 

considered necessary to lessen anxieties and insecurity about the future. Jesus sees it 

differently, for from His point of view, these things do not bring about security in any way, for all 

can be lost, stolen or ruined in this very difficult and unpredictable world.  

In the previous several verses, Jesus has been hammering away at a principle found in 

Matthew 6:1, namely that we should not be pious or religious to impress others with our great 

righteousness, for this is not the sort of righteousness that God is interested in. Rather, God is 

interested in a people who will follow Him, worship Him, and have relationship with Him. Jesus 

has illustrated this principle with three examples; giving to the needy, prayer and fasting, and 

now in these verses, Jesus addresses the money issue. 

The accumulation of possessions does not increase a person’s security or safety; money cannot 

buy us years of life or a moment’s happiness. Following God in close relationship on the other 

hand, can ensure an eternity of riches in heaven, that nothing can guarantee on this earth, and 

while there is nothing inherently wrong or evil about either money or possessions, the love of 

either can (and will) obstruct our relationship with God, placing our eternal future at risk. Can a 

moment’s comfort on earth be worth risking eternity in heaven? 

Sounds like a bad idea to me, and Jesus would seem to agree. 

Here’s an interesting thing to consider: If you go back to the beginning of the chapter and 

carefully read the three examples Jesus has given, you will notice that in each one, He has 

given us some clear ideas about how to store up some treasure in heaven… 

Take a look for yourself! 

 

Worry 

“Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or drink; or about your body, 

what you will wear. Is not life more than food, and the body more than clothes? Look at the birds 

of the air; they do not sow or reap or store away in barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds 
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them. Are you not much more valuable than they? Can any one of you by worrying add a single 

hour to your life? 

Matthew 6:25-27 

Jesus tells us right off that He is giving a summation to this section, by beginning with the word 

“therefore”. As always, “therefore” is used to indicate that the writer or speaker is drawing a 

conclusion from what has just been written or spoken; in this case it is the discussion of 

treasures. 

Jesus’ words here are very simple and to the point: worrying is pointless. 

“Yes, well that’s all well and good but…” 

If you are thinking along those lines, please check the verses once again, and let me know 

where you found “but” in what Jesus said; I can’t find it. 

Jesus continues: 

“And why do you worry about clothes? See how the flowers of the field grow. They do not labor 

or spin. Yet I tell you that not even Solomon in all his splendor was dressed like one of these. If 

that is how God clothes the grass of the field, which is here today and tomorrow is thrown into 

the fire, will he not much more clothe you—you of little faith? So do not worry, saying, ‘What 

shall we eat?’ or ‘What shall we drink?’ or ‘What shall we wear?’ For the pagans run after all 

these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them. But seek first his 

kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well. Therefore do 

not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day has enough trouble of 

its own. 

Matthew 6:28-34 

Jesus moves on from food to clothing here, making the same point again: Worrying is pointless. 

Yet here, He does an interesting thing, He expands the section from the context immediately 

following His remarks on money into the larger context of 6:1, which you will recall is a Kingdom 

context, in verse 33, and then restates the point: Don’t worry.  

Notice also that in this chapter we began with three illustrations each dealing with spiritual 

practices (6:2-18), after which Jesus moved into money, possessions and wealth management 

(6:19-27) and finished on the very practical note of placing our trust in God and putting His 

Kingdom first. Now comes the hard part: In “real life” what do we actually do? 

I can’t answer that question for any of you in particular, but my observation of Christians in 

general over several decades tells me that what most of us really do is everything Jesus is 

telling us not to do, especially worrying about things. 

We worry about what others think of us, about whether we are the most “righteous” or the most 

“spiritual”. We worry about money, finances, jobs, paying the bills, retirement, essentials of life… 

and frills and entertainment; these are even the things we pray about most often, along with 
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health concerns. Yet Jesus is telling the people that in His Kingdom, this is not how His 

Kingdom people should arrange their priorities. 

“But Don, it’s just too hard!” 

Please remember that I am also living in this world along with you; I get that this can be difficult, 

but as is true with most aspects of the Christian life, it is usually not as difficult as we make it, for 

what it really is, is counter-intuitive more than anything else. 

I am a work in progress just like everyone else, and I have a long way to go before I am “just 

like” Jesus was; a very long way indeed. However, I have discovered that for me at least, a 

recognition that this is all simply counter-intuitive, rather than overly difficult, simplifies the 

process quite a bit. The result, at least for me, has been that I have come to see Jesus’ teaching 

in this area as liberating and empowering, rather than hard and severe, and that most of the 

cares of this world are a waste of time and energy. 

Of course, I might just be crazy… 

 

Judging Others 

“Do not judge, or you too will be judged. For in the same way you judge others, you will be 

judged, and with the measure you use, it will be measured to you. 

“Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother’s eye and pay no attention to the 

plank in your own eye? How can you say to your brother, ‘Let me take the speck out of your 

eye,’ when all the time there is a plank in your own eye? You hypocrite, first take the plank out 

of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to remove the speck from your brother’s eye. 

Matthew 7:1-5 

I’m tempted to simply post these verses, and wish all a great day without further comment, for 

they are more than self-explanatory. We are not to pass judgment on other people  period. 

Experience tells me however, that if I just leave it there, I am going to get comments. Yes sir, I’ll 

be told that I’m not properly dealing with sin in our midst… 

Maybe that’s true… but I doubt it. 

It seems to me that Jesus’ point is that we must deal with our own sin before we should be 

getting after our brother’s. Of course, as a community, we encourage and help each other to 

deal with problems, including sin; I’m all for that, but let’s be very clear: That is not the same 

thing as judging others! 

“Judging” is what God will do on the last day; it is condemnation to “eternal perdition” and that is 

reserved for God alone. Quite honestly, I am delighted that judging others is so far above my 

pay grade. 

Does that mean that we must condone sin? Of course not, it only means that we deal with the 

problems of others without judging the people involved. To be very clear, we cannot possibly 
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help our brother by condemning him, but we can help him by loving him enough to guide and 

encourage him onto the right path. 

That is love in action, not judging. Love in action requires empathy and grace along with the 

truth to bring about healing and redemption… and with that, I’ll wish you a blessed day. 

 

Casting Pearls 

Do not give dogs what is sacred; do not throw your pearls to pigs. If you do, they may trample 

them under their feet, and turn and tear you to pieces. 

Matthew 7:6 

This is an interesting little verse, don’t you think? I’ll let those who are smarter than I am debate 

whether this verse is part of the discussion in verses 1-5 about judging others, or a separate, 

stand alone verse; I’m dealing with it alone simply for the sake of clarity. 

“Dogs” and “pigs” were two rather uncomplimentary ways of describing Gentiles back in the day, 

but I really don’t see anything in the verse that limits this teaching to any one person or group, 

so for the purposes of this discussion, let’s just agree that the person or persons Jesus is 

referring to is (are) “unclean” in the old Jewish ceremonial sense. 

I don’t think that it would be news to anyone if I told you that there are people out there who 

simply will not listen to anything related to the gospel, just as there are people who will talk 

about God all day long, and then freak out at the mention of Jesus… unless it is used as an 

expletive. Some may even react with violence. I suppose there may be many reasons for this, 

and again, I’ll let others try to make a list, because I doubt that such things were in Jesus’ mind 

at the time He taught this. 

What He is telling us here is that we need to be discerning when we discuss the gospel with 

others; another word we might use for this is “sensitive”, we must be sensitive to where the 

other is in their life when we approach them… 

But how can we be sensitive or discerning in this way; shouldn’t we just walk up to complete 

strangers and tell them (in a loud voice) that they are evil worthless sinners and that they are 

going to fry in hell if they don’t accept Jesus this very minute? 

Hardly; did Jesus ever do that? 

The answer is to develop relationships with people, to get to know them, to develop mutual trust 

and respect; that is how we gain a hearing. Notice that in the gospels, Jesus is usually in a 

conversation with one or more people, and is seldom making a speech to a mass audience. By 

following this example, we can better discern who is ready to receive the gospel and who isn’t 

ready yet, and in the process, avoid doing a considerable amount of damage both to our 

relationships, ourselves and to the gospel. After all, most of us are aware of the fact that there 

have been times in our own lives when we were not receptive, and barring something unusual, 

we didn’t receive the message during those times.  I would have to conclude that Jesus is giving 

some very solid advice here, particularly when you consider that sharing the gospel is not a 

completion, but rather the beginning of a life-process. 
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Ask, Seek, Knock 

“Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to 

you. For everyone who asks receives; the one who seeks finds; and to the one who knocks, the 

door will be opened. 

“Which of you, if your son asks for bread, will give him a stone? Or if he asks for a fish, will give 

him a snake? If you, then, though you are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how 

much more will your Father in heaven give good gifts to those who ask him! 

Matthew 7:7-11 

These verses emphasize prayer and our relationship with God. Notice the present imperatives 

in verse 7: ask, seek and knock; as present tense imperatives, they are commands that demand 

a persistent action. They are found next to the passive “will be given” and “will be opened” that 

anticipate God’s response. Verse 8 provides a balance in which the present participles “asks, 

seeks, knocks” are balanced with three verbs, “receives, finds, and opened”which demonstrates 

God’s responsiveness to the persistence we show in seeking His presence. If you stop and 

think about this, Jesus is telling us something wonderful here: Not only is it possible for us to 

enter into God’s presence, but God is expecting us to seek Him out, as though He might see us 

there and say something like, “Well there you are, welcome!” 

Verses 9-11 amplify this with the example of a human parent who will do what is beneficial for 

their child, using the simple logic that if a fallen and imperfect human will see to the needs of a 

child, God, who is neither fallen nor imperfect, can be trusted to bless His children to the fullest 

extent. 

When I was a child, my impression of God was of a God who was inapproachable, and 

everything I saw in church reinforced that notion. There was a great deal of bowing and kneeling 

going on, the preacher never prayed in any manner that seemed “normal” to me, it always 

seemed like he was afraid, saying things like “our gracious and most merciful Father” at the 

beginning of a prayer as though he was afraid of being struck dead at his audacity to even 

address an Almighty God who was never pleased by anything. Even as a little kid, I wasn’t 

especially fond of this God; He was just too scary! 

I don’t know about you, but I am sure glad that this is not the kind of God Jesus is telling us 

about here! 

 

Do unto others… 

So in everything, do to others what you would have them do to you, for this sums up the Law 

and the Prophets. 

Matthew 7:12 

Ah yes, the “Golden Rule”; everyone knows this one… 
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The main body of the Sermon on the Mount runs from 5:17 through 7:11, and is summed up 

here in verse 12 with the “rule” that fulfills all of “the Law and the Prophets”. Who can argue with 

it? 

Yet for us to really understand what Jesus said here, we must recognize that it is much more 

than a summation; it is a radical call for every man and woman to turn upside down the way we 

view everything. If we really stop to consider the ramifications of this… wow! Oh yes, dear 

reader, it is a very simple and straightforward notion; treat everyone the way you want to be 

treated, you were probably taught this from early childhood… but who really does it? 

Oh well, I treat my friends that way; but what about those other people, those who aren’t “nice”? 

“Well, obviously hat’s different.” 

Did Jesus say that? I don’t see it, do you? 

If I am having a bad day, I would like you to be understanding and be nice anyway, but when 

you’re having a bad day, I think I can be a jerk right back. 

When I need a helping hand, I want you to help me out, but when you need a hand, I must 

check my schedule; I might be too busy. 

I’m guessing you get the idea… 

This verse is a radical statement about putting love into action, and it isn’t worded as though it 

were a suggestion. This is how people were to recognize the Kingdom of Heaven when they 

saw it; its people were to be quite different from everyone else, in fact, it is the very definition of 

being “like Christ” which, it may interest you to know, is the sign of the New Covenant, 

theologically speaking. People would know who the descendants of Abraham were, for they 

bore the sign of circumcision, people would know who the Jews were, for they observed the 

Sabbath, and they would know who the followers of Jesus were, because they acted like Jesus. 

So, how are we really doing with that? 

 

The Broad Road and the Narrow Gate 

Enter through the narrow gate. For wide is the gate and broad is the road that leads to 

destruction, and many enter through it. But small is the gate and narrow the road that leads to 

life, and only a few find it. 

Matthew 7:13-14 

I find that I am often confused when I listen to or read modern day attitudes and notions, and 

maybe the reason for this is that they are… well, confusing. 

During my secular education and training, there was the appearance of great academic 

freedom; all the teachers preached it, all the professors demanded it. Listening to the popular 
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media, freedom of expression and freedom of thought are touted as the right paths. I was 

always taught that to be broad-minded was good, and that to be narrow-minded was bad; free-

thinkers were to be lauded, if not always copied… 

Yet I was a curious child and an observant youth; as a child I suspected they really didn’t mean 

it, and as a youth I came to recognize that it was all a complete and total lie. As an adult, I shrug 

my shoulders; there is nothing more hilarious than a politician talking about free and open 

discussion while following the “party line”.  

You see, as a child, I quickly came to see that freedom of expression didn’t apply to my views, 

only those of the teacher. As a youth I came to see that “academic freedom” meant that we 

must all conform to one view, and now? 

My wife’s views on controversial social issues (say, gay marriage for example) are contained in 

a policy directive from her employer. Even in church I have been criticized for saying things that 

aren’t “politically correct”! “Tone it down Don or you’ll offend someone.” 

Seriously? 

Can you think of anything that is more politically incorrect that openly being a Christian and a 

follower of Jesus Christ? 

Maybe you can, but I can’t. 

Yet how many times have I been told that being a Christian is “narrow-minded”? 

I never really kept a tally, but I sure would like to have a dollar for each one… 

That broad road that Jesus mentioned in verse 13…? 

It’s a lie. 

The narrow gate? That dear reader is the only way to the Father. 

So, all I can say is go ahead and call me a narrow-minded… or close-minded fool if you like, Mr. 

Politically Correct; I’ll take that as a sign that I’m on the right track… as you check your latest 

policy memo to be sure you are pulling the latest party line. 

You know dear reader; there are days when blogging is really too much fun! 

 

Prophets and Fruit 

Watch out for false prophets. They come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly they are 

ferocious wolves. By their fruit you will recognize them. Do people pick grapes from 

thornbushes, or figs from thistles? Likewise, every good tree bears good fruit, but a bad tree 

bears bad fruit. A good tree cannot bear bad fruit, and a bad tree cannot bear good fruit. Every 
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tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. Thus, by their fruit you will 

recognize them. 

Matthew 7:15-20 

As Jesus continues His exhortations here at the end of the Sermon on the Mount, we come to 

another zinger, false prophets bearing fruit. Jesus makes a very simple case in these verses: 

trees bear the fruit they are supposed to bear; apple trees bear apples, lemon trees bear 

lemons. If an apple tree bears lemons, you should be on guard! 

False prophets, likewise, do not bear good fruit; instead they bear bad fruit. If they teach hate 

and discord, their followers will spread hate and discord. If they teach sexual immorality, so will 

their followers. If you aren’t sure about a prophet or teacher, observe their followers. If their 

followers are not following “The Way” then get out of there. 

Remember what happens when the Kingdom of Heaven was preached by Jesus: The results 

were stunning… healing, love, wholeness, sight, chasing out evil spirits, and above all Truth. 

 

“I never knew you” 

Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only the one 

who does the will of my Father who is in heaven. Many will say to me on that day, ‘Lord, Lord, 

did we not prophesy in your name and in your name drive out demons and in your name 

perform many miracles?’ Then I will tell them plainly, ‘I never knew you. Away from me, you 

evildoers!’ 

Matthew 7:21-23 

Right after He comments on false prophets, Jesus has a few things to say about false disciples. 

Many people say they believe in Jesus without doing the Father’s will; that isn’t going to cut it on 

the last day. I want to be careful here not to give the impression that I am suggesting that they 

somehow haven’t earned their salvation, for salvation is not something we earn; it is God’s free 

gift. However, receiving grace demands a response, and it seems to me that Jesus is telling us 

that where there is no response other than saying, “yeah sure, I believe in Jesus,” and then 

going on with business as usual, we have a false disciple. I say this because of the discussion 

in the last section; look at the fruit. If there is not fruit, then you are no disciple. 

There are many groups out there who claim to be Christian, but who are not. There are many 

religious leaders who take on the form and appearance of following Jesus, but who do not, and 

they have many followers who do likewise, and are not followers of Jesus at all, in spite of what 

they may claim. This is what Jesus is warning us about. 

Take particular note of verse 23 where He tells how it is that He knows this: “I never knew you”. 

Do you see the relational aspect of that? To “know” Jesus is to be in relationship with Him; it is 

quite a different matter than simply “believing in” Him… as the Devil and his demons do. 
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Here is a trustworthy saying: Relationship with Jesus always brings about a response; where 

there is no response, there is most likely no relationship. 

 

Wise and Foolish 

Therefore everyone who hears these words of mine and puts them into practice is like a wise 

man who built his house on the rock. The rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds 

blew and beat against that house; yet it did not fall, because it had its foundation on the 

rock. But everyone who hears these words of mine and does not put them into practice is like a 

foolish man who built his house on sand. The rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds 

blew and beat against that house, and it fell with a great crash.” 

Matthew 7:24-27 

Jesus concludes the Sermon on the Mount with a parable of two men who built houses. One 

was wise and built his house on a solid foundation of rock, while the other was foolish and built 

upon the sand; we all know what happened when the storms came… 

Of course Jesus wasn’t teaching an engineering class; He has a greater purpose, to be sure. 

His message here is really the summation and conclusion of His remarks: You’ve heard the 

teaching, now put it into practice. Putting His message into practice is the meaning of building 

the house on a solid foundation; not doing so is the meaning of building in the sand. 

In the previous part, I made much of the idea that having a relationship with our Lord will result 

in a response on our parts and Jesus is in a sense saying the same thing here: Put my words 

into practice  that is the response that grace demands. Make no mistake, Jesus’ purpose in 

making this address was not to get His name in the history books as a “great moral teacher”, it 

was to see lives change. 

So, to conclude our look at His teachings in chapters 5-7, we are at the very same place His 

original hearers were: how will we respond? 

 

Jesus Moving Forward 

When Jesus came down from the mountainside, large crowds followed him. A man with 

leprosy came and knelt before him and said, “Lord, if you are willing, you can make me clean.” 

Jesus reached out his hand and touched the man. “I am willing,” he said.“Be 

clean!” Immediately he was cleansed of his leprosy. Then Jesus said to him, “See that you don’t 

tell anyone. But go, show yourself to the priest and offer the gift Moses commanded, as a 

testimony to them.” 

Matthew 8:1-4 

With this passage, we enter into the next section of Matthew’s Gospel (8:1-9:35). Before we 

jump in, let’s take stock of what we have seen so far. Back in chapter 4 our author told us that 
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Jesus had gone forth proclaiming the Kingdom after His baptism by John and testing in the 

Wilderness. Where Jesus proclaimed the Kingdom, certain amazing things would take place, 

but as of yet, Matthew hasn’t told us in detail about them. In chapters 5-7, we read exactly what 

Jesus was teaching in these sessions proclaiming the Kingdom, and we discovered a 

revolutionary new kind of life for citizens of the Kingdom of Heaven. In chapters 8 and 9 we are 

going to see exactly the kinds of things that were going on when Jesus proclaimed Kingdom 

and taught His new way of life. We will see ten miracles in this section, miracles that 

demonstrate the power, authority and divinity of Jesus, along with the healing power of the 

Kingdom that He embodied. 

In the passage above, Jesus heals a leper. The healing of a leper was a big deal for several 

reasons. First, there was no cure for the disease, second, it made a person “unclean” in the 

ceremonial sense of the Law which meant that they were not permitted to touch anyone or 

participate in the religious life of the community, and in that sense, they were also cut off from 

the worship of God. In an apocalyptic sense, to be a leper is like being a sinner; to be healed of 

leprosy is symbolic of being redeemed from sin and restored to fellowship with both Man and 

God. Thus, when Jesus healed a leper, we have a “type” of His cleansing us from our sin. 

In this story, we would do well to take special note of two things: First, the man came to Jesus in 

faith: “Lord, if you are willing, you can make me clean.” The only question in the man’s mind was 

whether or not Jesus was willing to save him, not whether or not Jesus could save him; oh that 

we should have such faith! 

Second, after Jesus had healed the man, notice that Jesus admonished him not to run around 

telling everyone about it. Jesus wasn’t doing this sort of thing to make a name for Himself as our 

world would understand such things, for He already had the Name that is above all names. 

Then, Jesus instructs the man to go to Jerusalem and offer the prescribed sacrifice at the 

Temple, as a testimony of his healing and redemption. In doing this, Jesus demonstrated that 

He was among men to do the work of His Father, and that in due course, He Himself would be 

the sacrifice that would redeem all Mankind from their sin, restoring humanity to fellowship with 

God. 

Next time, we will see if only Jews can place their faith in Jesus and the Kingdom of Heaven… 

 

The Centurion 

Matthew 8:5-13 

As Jesus moved about proclaiming the Kingdom of Heaven, many amazing things took place; 

Kingdom things. In the last section we saw the significance of Jesus’ healing of the leper, and 

here we will see something just as amazing. 

Jesus was walking along one day when a Roman Centurion approaches Him with a request. 

Jews didn’t care much for Gentiles, as you know, and Roman military officers were certainly no 

exception. The Centurion asks Jesus to heal his (gentile) servant. An appropriate Jewish 

response would be something like “buzz off jerk”, but Jesus didn’t respond that way… 
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Jesus’ response to the news that the servant was paralyzed and suffering was to ask the man if 

He should proceed directly to his house! 

Jews did not enter the homes of Gentiles. 

The Centurion’s reply amazed even Jesus: in essence it was no, that won’t be necessary, just 

give the command and all will be well. The Centurion was a military officer who knew all about 

giving orders and having them obeyed, after all. Jesus’ response this comment is classic: 

When Jesus heard this, he was amazed and said to those following him, “Truly I tell you, I have 

not found anyone in Israel with such great faith. I say to you that many will come from the east 

and the west, and will take their places at the feast with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob in the 

kingdom of heaven. But the subjects of the kingdom will be thrown outside, into the darkness, 

where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.” 

Matthew 8:10-12 

This unclean, dirty, nasty dog of a Gentile displayed more faith than any Jew Jesus had met up 

to that time, and such was the requirement to enter the Kingdom. Jesus goes on to tell the 

people that there would be many Gentiles (many will come from the east and the west) in the 

Kingdom, and that many “Jews” will be left out of it (the subjects of the kingdom will be thrown 

outside, into the darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth) This verse 

references the “subjects” of the (earthly) kingdom (of Israel) who will reject Jesus in the future 

and be left outside of the Kingdom of Heaven. 

Obviously, this would blow the minds of most Jews of the time, but as we know, the Kingdom is 

a place of healing for Jew and Gentile alike, should they choose to place their faith in Jesus, 

and by doing so, place their faith in God who sent Him. 

 

Healing the Sick 

When Jesus came into Peter’s house, he saw Peter’s mother-in-law lying in bed with a fever. He 

touched her hand and the fever left her, and she got up and began to wait on him. 

When evening came, many who were demon-possessed were brought to him, and he drove out 

the spirits with a word and healed all the sick. This was to fulfill what was spoken through the 

prophet Isaiah: 

“He took up our infirmities 

    and bore our diseases.” 

Matthew 8:14-17 

In our last passage, we saw that the Kingdom would extend not only to Jews but to Gentiles as 

well; here we see that where the Kingdom goes, healing follows. 
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Jesus is a visitor in Peter’s house in this scene, which gives us an interesting little bit of insight 

into Peter’s life. I’m sure that you recall that Peter, who was a commercial fisherman, dropped 

everything to follow Jesus as soon as Jesus called him.  The disciples of Jesus were very young 

men, and we often pick up on that and almost discount the fact that they left their lives and 

careers to become His disciples, but here, almost in passing we see that Peter also had a 

house, a wife… were there children?... and his mother-in-law was in residence there. Peter had 

family depending on him for support, and yet he dropped everything to follow Jesus. 

I’ll just pause a moment to let that sink in… 

It seems that Peter’s mother-in-law was sick with some kind of fever, but Jesus touched her and 

she was healed, and then she got up and began to wait on Him. 

Maybe I should pause again while that one sinks in… 

That evening, people began to come around; they brought many who were demon possessed, 

and Jesus drove out the demons. They brought the sick, and Jesus healed the sick; yes sir, the 

Kingdom of Heaven was in town. As is Matthew’s way, he ties this in with the prophetic past of 

Israel, citing the prophecy of Isaiah who looked forward to that very day (Isa. 53:4).  

When the Kingdom comes along, nothing is ever the same again. 

 

Following Jesus… 

…comes with a cost. 

When Jesus saw the crowd around him, he gave orders to cross to the other side of the 

lake. Then a teacher of the law came to him and said, “Teacher, I will follow you wherever you 

go.” 

Jesus replied, “Foxes have dens and birds have nests, but the Son of Man has no place to lay 

his head.” 

Another disciple said to him, “Lord, first let me go and bury my father.” 

But Jesus told him, “Follow me, and let the dead bury their own dead.” 

Matthew 8:18-22 

In the last post, I mentioned what we discovered about Peter, and what it apparently cost him to 

drop his fishing nets and follow Jesus; in these verses, we see the cost again in two brief 

examples. The first of these is the teacher of the law who declared his intention to follow Jesus 

where ever He might go. Jesus’ reaction to this declaration is interesting, don’t you think? 

He might have said, “Great friend, we’re delighted to have you along on the journey,” but His 

reaction was quite different. No, the Son of Man had no home, for He had given all of that up to 

do His Father’s will; fair warning for the teacher of the law. Right at the moment, I cannot recall 

that any of the Twelve were this teacher of the law, can you? 
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The second example is a tough one, for here we have a “disciple” requesting leave to “bury my 

father” before heading off across the lake. There is nothing in the text  to indicate a bad motive, 

neither is there anything that would tell us that this disciple (whoever he was) is seeking 

anything more than to accomplish the sacred duty of a son that the Law required of him. In other 

words, this was a very reasonable request for him to make. Yet Jesus didn’t say what we might 

expect, something like, “OK, give my best to your family and meet us at such and such a place 

day after tomorrow.” Instead, Jesus says, “Follow me, and let the dead bury their own dead.” 

This may seem a little harsh, and in a sense, maybe it is, but Jesus is going about the business 

of His Father, and so are His disciples; there is no “leave of absence” from the calling of God. 

His remark about “the dead” burying the dead refers to the recognition that there are many 

people who are spiritually dead, who are not following God’s call to do His will on earth; they 

have time on their hands. Notice the strong implication that if we are spiritually alive, we have a 

calling to serve God. It would seem that there is no such thing as a follower of Christ who does 

not have a calling, even though some might think otherwise. 

So, what is the cost of following Jesus? It is leaving the things of this world behind and really 

following Him. 

 

Calming the Storm 

Then he got into the boat and his disciples followed him. Suddenly a furious storm came up on 

the lake, so that the waves swept over the boat. But Jesus was sleeping. The disciples went and 

woke him, saying, “Lord, save us! We’re going to drown!” 

He replied, “You of little faith, why are you so afraid?” Then he got up and rebuked the winds 

and the waves, and it was completely calm. 

The men were amazed and asked, “What kind of man is this? Even the winds and the waves 

obey him!” 

Matthew 8:23-27 

In the last section, Jesus denied the anonymous disciple’s request to go and bury his father, 

then they went into the boats to cross the Sea of Galilee; the timing of this is no coincidence. As 

so often happens in that region, a storm came upon the Sea of Galilee very suddenly, they were 

awash in the winds and waves, but Jesus was sleeping, at peace. 

His disciples, including several professional fishermen who knew these waters well, became 

alarmed; they were in a precarious situation. They awakened Jesus asking for Him to “do 

something”. His reply is telling: “You of little faith, why are you so afraid?”  If I try to imagine 

myself in the disciples’ shoes here, Jesus seems a bit out of touch with the perils of the 

moment; the disciples’ fears seem entirely rational to me… but from Jesus’ point of view, they 

seem almost silly. Jesus was the very coming of the Kingdom of Heaven, He is on official “God 

business”, God’s own Son, and so are the disciples; is God going to allow a storm to destroy His 

eternal plans? 
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Not a chance. 

Jesus essentially tells the storm to knock it off, and the storm abates; the winds and waves are 

calm once again… and the disciples are blown away. 

Let’s regroup:  

1. Jesus told the disciple to “let the dead bury their own dead” and didn’t allow him to take time 

off for the burial. 

2. They took to the boats to cross the Sea, and when the disciples were afraid of a sudden 

storm, they found Jesus sleeping through it peacefully. 

3. When awakened by the frantic disciples, Jesus asks them why they were afraid, and tells the 

storm to abate. 

4. The disciples wonder just who and what this Jesus is. 

With these material facts, we can ascertain the following: 

1. The disciples’ lack of faith came from the fact that they didn’t comprehend who and what 

Jesus was, and as a consequence, they didn’t comprehend what sort of mission they were part 

of. 

2. That disciple who wanted to bury his father was in a storm of a different kind, a storm socially, 

for he wasn’t doing his earthly duty as a son. I can only imagine what the folks back home were 

saying about him running off with this Jesus guy. Thus, I’m guessing that at that precise 

moment, his mind was in a bit of turmoil, yet Jesus, who completely understood the larger 

picture, was entirely at peace. 

3. The storm on the lake illustrates a much larger reality for those of us who read this account, 

for it not only was a literal meteorological event; it illustrates the storms of this life. 

Therefore, as followers of Jesus, we can weather even the most furious of storms by placing our 

lives fully in God’s hands, as Jesus was doing, secure in the knowledge that as we serve Him, 

God will see us through to accomplish His perfect will in spite of the cost or social 

consequences. 

The real question for us is this: Will we trust God with our lives or will we be battered about by 

the storms of life? 

 

Jesus, Demons and…Pigs? 

When he arrived at the other side in the region of the Gadarenes, two demon-possessed men 

coming from the tombs met him. They were so violent that no one could pass that way. “What 

do you want with us, Son of God?” they shouted. “Have you come here to torture us before the 

appointed time?” 

Some distance from them a large herd of pigs was feeding. The demons begged Jesus, “If you 

drive us out, send us into the herd of pigs.” 
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He said to them, “Go!” So they came out and went into the pigs, and the whole herd rushed 

down the steep bank into the lake and died in the water. Those tending the pigs ran off, went 

into the town and reported all this, including what had happened to the demon-possessed 

men. Then the whole town went out to meet Jesus. And when they saw him, they pleaded with 

him to leave their region. 

Matthew 8:28-34 

When Jesus and the disciples finally reach the eastern shore of the Sea of Galilee, they have an 

interesting encounter with two men possessed by demons. It seems that they were so violent 

that people kept clear of them. When the demons saw Jesus, they knew exactly who He was, 

calling out to Him and naming Him as “Son of God.” It seems that they knew enough about 

Jesus to know that not only was He the Son of God, but that He was also their Judge, and 

asked if He was there to “torture” them before the “appointed time” of His final judgment. Still 

talking, they asked Him to send them into a nearby herd of pigs, and Jesus was only too quick 

to grant their wish. When the demons entered the herd of pigs, the pigs stampeded into the lake 

and were drowned. 

Did you notice that these powerful demons were helpless before Jesus? Entirely at his mercy, 

they asked to be sent into a herd of pigs… of all things, and Jesus made it so with one little 

word: Go! Rather than tremble and cower in the presence of Jesus, they destroyed themselves, 

using the pigs to dash into the lake, the very lake that Jesus had so recently calmed, now the 

watery grave for the unclean spirits and their unclean host bodies of the pigs. 

When you think about that picture, the optics are truly amazing to behold. 

The men who were the keepers of the pigs ran to town and told everyone what had happened, 

and the entire town came running out to Jesus… to beg Him to leave the region! 

Were they upset with the loss of their food source, or were they just afraid of His power? 

I doubt they had many Jewish visitors, since the area would have been unsuitable because of 

the pigs, but one thing is for certain; the demons knew exactly who they were dealing with, and 

they were sore afraid, while the villagers actually had the audacity to ask Him to leave, so blind 

are we humans in the presence of spiritual authority.  

Whatever they were thinking, Jesus quickly moved on His way… 

 

The Authority of Jesus 

Jesus stepped into a boat, crossed over and came to his own town. Some men brought to him a 

paralyzed man, lying on a mat. When Jesus saw their faith, he said to the man, “Take 

heart, son; your sins are forgiven.” 

At this, some of the teachers of the law said to themselves, “This fellow is blaspheming!” 

Knowing their thoughts, Jesus said, “Why do you entertain evil thoughts in your hearts? Which 

is easier: to say, ‘Your sins are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Get up and walk’? But I want you to know 

that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins.” So he said to the paralyzed 
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man, “Get up, take your mat and go home.” Then the man got up and went home. When the 

crowd saw this, they were filled with awe; and they praised God, who had given such authority 

to man. 

Matthew 9:1-8 

Jesus returns to His home town and has the opportunity to demonstrate the fact that He has 

unique authority from God, and He demonstrates this in a unique way. Some men brought a 

paralyzed man to Jesus on a mat, undoubtedly hoping that Jesus would heal their friend. Jesus 

did so, showing us another aspect of the Kingdom; where the Kingdom goes, there is 

forgiveness of sins, and Jesus, seeing the faith of all involved went to the paralyzed man and 

forgave his sins. 

If we take the long view, the forgiving of a person’s sins is a much greater form of healing than 

enabling the person to walk again, for the forgiveness of sins brings a healing to our relationship 

with God and with it, eternal life. 

There were some teachers of the law on hand, and being good lawyers, they thought to 

themselves, “Why this is blasphemy,” since only God can forgive sins, and if Jesus were just 

some guy, they would be right. But Jesus was not just some guy; He was God in the flesh. 

Knowing their thoughts, He went to them and asked them a remarkable series of questions: 

“Why do you entertain evil thoughts in your hearts? Which is easier: to say, ‘Your sins are 

forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Get up and walk’?  

When you think about it, anyone who didn’t care about the Law could tell the man his sins had 

been forgiven, lie though it might be, and pretend to have done something great… if the person 

was just putting on a show, but Jesus, in an effort to prove His authority volunteers for the next 

and impossible to fake step; He tells the man to get up, take his mat and go home… and that is 

what the paralyzed man did, for he had been made whole again in body as well as in spirit. 

Once again, we see what comes with the Kingdom; the broken being returned to wholeness. 

The crowd was filled with awe and praised God; but did the teachers of the law join in? 

I pose this as a rhetorical question because there is no way for us to be certain one way or the 

other for the text doesn’t say… but I sure would like to know! 

 

Matthew Joins the Team 

As Jesus went on from there, he saw a man named Matthew sitting at the tax collector’s 

booth. “Follow me,” he told him, and Matthew got up and followed him. 

While Jesus was having dinner at Matthew’s house, many tax collectors and sinners came and 

ate with him and his disciples. When the Pharisees saw this, they asked his disciples, “Why 

does your teacher eat with tax collectors and sinners?” 
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On hearing this, Jesus said, “It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. But go and 

learn what this means: ‘I desire mercy, not sacrifice.’ For I have not come to call the righteous, 

but sinners.” 

Matthew 9:9-13 

In this account, Matthew speaks of himself in the third person as he tells us how he came to be 

on Jesus’ team of disciples. Like you, I have heard the sermons on this passage many times; I 

have also heard the “Sunday school” version many (many) times, and in all of those renditions, I 

have seldom heard anyone come right out and say what Jesus was really teaching in this. Let’s 

see if we can fix that right now… 

First, we know that tax collectors then as now, were not popular with the population, in fact in 

those days, they were considered one notch above a gentile in Jewish society, which would be 

several notches lower than dirt. Of course they partied with “sinners” and that was because 

nobody else would give them the time of day. So, Jesus walks up to Matthew’s tax booth, the 

scene of his crimes, we might say, and calls him to be His disciple… and surprisingly, Matthew 

follows Jesus, even inviting him to dinner. In an even more scandalous reply, Jesus accepts and 

goes to dinner at Matthew’s place and eats with tax collectors and sinners. 

When the Pharisees heard about this, they were distressed because such a teacher as Jesus 

would be seen in such unsuitable company.  

Sidebar: Before we continue, why don’t I re-write that last sentence: “When the church leaders 

heard about this, they were distressed because such a teacher as Jesus would be seen in such 

unsuitable company.” How often we see this scenario play out, with the assumption that the 

disciple of Jesus is up to no good, hanging out with the “wrong crowd”, “Why you’d never catch 

me eating with such people!” My question to something along these lines would have to be: 

“Then how can you share Christ with them?” OK, now back to the story… 

Take a look at Jesus’ reply to the Pharisees; He didn’t come to preach righteousness to the 

ones who already were righteous, He came to save the “unsuitable”, the “ungodly” and the 

sinner; they are the ones who really need time in His company. Oh, and by the way, He came to 

die for them. Jesus came to bring righteousness to the unrighteous; this is a very important 

point, and where the lesson usually ends.  

There is one more thing that we need to see in this picture; it’s the thing that many very 

righteous Christians don’t particularly want to hear… are you ready? 

A person should not wait to clean up his or her act before they follow Jesus. If you are not a 

follower of Jesus yet, you do not need to clean up your act and get it all together before you 

follow Him. Look at the text! There was old Matthew the tax collector, right there in his booth, 

conducting his crooked and dirty business, and Jesus walks up right in the middle of it and says, 

“Follow me.” Did Jesus lecture him or tell him to change his evil ways first? 

No, that comes later as the person grows in their relationship with the very same Jesus who 

called Matthew and went to his house and ate dinner with the wicked. Am I saying that Jesus 

didn’t care about their sin? Of course not; may it never be! Forgiveness comes first, repentance 

and growth and Christ-likeness is a process, and that is why followers of Jesus need to be in a 

loving community of faith, where they can be taught, nurtured and loved while they grow as a 
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follower of Jesus in just the same way as the first twelve disciples did; that, dear reader is what 

Jesus is trying to show us in this passage, about life in the Kingdom. 

 

New Wine 

Then John’s disciples came and asked him, “How is it that we and the Pharisees fast often, but 

your disciples do not fast?” 

Jesus answered, “How can the guests of the bridegroom mourn while he is with them? The time 

will come when the bridegroom will be taken from them; then they will fast. 

“No one sews a patch of unshrunk cloth on an old garment, for the patch will pull away from the 

garment, making the tear worse. Neither do people pour new wine into old wineskins. If they do, 

the skins will burst; the wine will run out and the wineskins will be ruined. No, they pour new 

wine into new wineskins, and both are preserved.” 

Matthew 9:14-17 

It is a matter of some conjecture when this scene takes place; could it have been at Matthew’s 

dinner, or maybe right after? Could this question have come as a result of John’s disciples 

hearing about Matthew’s bash? I don’t know, the text doesn’t say and the context is not quite 

clear, so I’ll leave the debate to others. In any case, they pose a question to Jesus that reveals 

their lack of comprehension regarding Jesus and His relationship with the Kingdom that John 

was preparing the way for. 

In His answer, Jesus uses an apocalyptic reference from the prophets, namely in likening 

Himself to the bridegroom, an illusion to the prophetic concept of the Messianic Banquet that we 

have already discussed multiple times in our study of both Revelation and Matthew.  

Jesus’ point appears to be that the Kingdom is here; after all, that’s what He has been 

proclaiming all over the countryside for some time now. With the coming of the Kingdom, it is no 

time for mourning and fasting. This is an interesting point when you consider it in the context of 

the fasting of the Pharisees, which we covered in Matthew 6; their fasting was prescribed by the 

Law twice per week, and they added frequent fasts on top of that to show their piety… and then 

of course there is fasting during certain festivals. These Old Testament practices were done in 

the hope of the Messiah’s coming, and in mourning for the sinfulness of the people. Now, the 

Messiah is present, and all of the previous unctions are over with; fasting at that time would 

have been inappropriate. Jesus illustrates this with two metaphors, the patch of an old garment 

and the use of old wineskins for new wine. Jesus is the new cloth and the new wine in the 

illustrations, and the Old Testament ways are the old cloth and the old wineskin, with “old” being 

the operative term. 

Yes, the time for fasting and mourning will come when Jesus dies on the cross, but as we know, 

the grave will not hold Him, and He will return after the resurrection. Then He will be taken into 

heaven; another time of fasting, and then He will return again in the Person of the Holy Spirit 

who is with us to this day. Do we live in a time of fasting? (This is our controversy today). 
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Opinions differ on this, but to my mind, the Bridegroom is here with us even now in the 

indwelling Holy Spirit. 

 

A Busy Day for Jesus 

Matthew 9:18-26 

In this story, Jesus is interrupted in His conversation with John’s disciples about fasting when a 

synagogue leader comes and kneels before Him to ask that He bring the man’s dead daughter 

back to life; an unusual request to be sure. Jesus heads for the man’s house, His disciples in 

tow, when a woman who had suffered from chronic bleeding for many years touched His cloak. 

She believed that if she could just touch His cloak that she would be healed of her affliction. 

When she managed to do so, Jesus stopped, telling her that her faith has healed her, and 

Matthew reports that at that moment, she was healed. Off again Jesus goes… just another day 

of bringing the Kingdom to earth. 

When Jesus reached the man’s house, many people had gathered inside; Jesus told them to 

go, for the child was merely asleep. They actually laughed at Him, for they knew she was dead. 

The man managed to get the crowd out of his house and Jesus went to the girl and took her 

hand; she awakened and rose from her bed, very much alive. Matthew ends the scene by telling 

us that news of this spread through the region; somehow I suspect this might be a slight 

understatement. 

In this section of Matthew’s Gospel, we see Jesus doing things. Remember that in chapters 5-7, 

we read His teaching as He proclaimed the Kingdom, teaching about the new way of life that 

followers of God would lead. In chapters 8-9 we are watching Jesus do the work of the 

Kingdom, and thus far, we have seen Him do some amazing things, but here for the first time, 

we see the ultimate victory of the Kingdom of Heaven over death itself, and this dear reader, is 

our great hope as followers of Jesus Christ and citizens of the Kingdom of Heaven. What a 

glorious thing it is to be His follower! 

 

“Nothing like this has ever been seen in Israel” 

Matthew 9:27-34 

In this passage, Jesus encounters a blind man and a man who was demon possessed. I need 

not tell you that He handled the situation in both cases, restoring sight to the one, and driving 

out the impure spirit from the other. By this time, we have seen these kinds of things before, and 

yet the people of that day were not reading about His miracles in a book, they were seeing them 

for the first time, and Jesus was getting their attention. 

If you read the verses you will see that the blind man called Jesus “Son of David” in recognition 

of His Messianic position. I point this out to you because it would be entirely too easy to read the 
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story of the life of Christ, and when the people reject Him, to simply conclude that nobody 

recognized who He was. Yet in Matthew chapter nine, verse 27, a blind man recognized Him. 

People with sight had no excuse. 

Jesus healed the blind man “according to your faith”. We might read this and just conclude that 

the man believed, but we should notice that there is more than just believing, for this man acted 

upon his belief, and placed himself in Jesus’ hands, with the result that his sight, already 

significantly more keen than most, was restored. Today, many “believe” but few are willing to 

put themselves in His hands, and their sight is not restored. 

After this, Jesus came upon a man who was demon possessed and mute. Jesus drove out the 

demon and the man’s speech was restored; the witnesses were amazed. Naturally, both men 

told the world what had taken place, even though the once blind man had been told to keep his 

mouth shut, and the news of the Kingdom spread like wildfire throughout the land. Sadly, 

however, the story ends on a sour note, for when they heard the news, some Pharisees, always 

the Pharisees, weren’t pleased at what Jesus was doing, saying that He was able to drive out 

demons by the power of the “prince of demons”.   

So begins the plots to kill Jesus that would ultimately backfire on the “prince of demons” and his 

little friends. 

I can’t help thinking about people I know today, people who are excited about spreading the 

news of the Kingdom in our time, and people who see healing all around them. Yet as I reflect 

on such people, I also can’t help thinking about the modern day Pharisees that I know. To be 

honest, I know many more of these “Pharisees” than the others, and I never cease to be 

amazed at the creative ways in which they criticize those who are enthusiastic about the 

Kingdom in our time, for it would seem that tradition and kingdom don’t really mix all that well, 

even now. 

 

Jesus and the Crowds 

Jesus went through all the towns and villages, teaching in their synagogues, proclaiming the 

good news of the kingdom and healing every disease and sickness. When he saw the crowds, 

he had compassion on them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a 

shepherd. Then he said to his disciples, “The harvest is plentiful but the workers are few. Ask 

the Lord of the harvest, therefore, to send out workers into his harvest field.” 

Matthew 9:35-38 

In these verses, we have a summary of the events in the early Galilean ministry of Jesus that 

connect several chapters together. In 4:18-22, we saw Jesus call disciples, in 4:22-25, we saw a 

summary of His activities. Then in 5:1-7:29, we had Jesus’ ministry in words, followed by His 

ministry in deeds in 8:1-9:34. Now, in 9:35 we have a summary of those deeds and words; this 

will be followed by action in 9:36-11:1 as the disciples are sent out to replicate what Jesus has 

been doing. 
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In order for us to make sense of this series of events, we need to recognize two things: First, 

Jesus Himself IS the Kingdom in a body, thus wherever He went, the Kingdom went with Him. 

Second, we must realize that the disciples were not simply along for the ride, they were being 

taught to become the Kingdom themselves, even though I doubt they understood this at the 

time. Ultimately, however, they became the embodiments of the Kingdom by the indwelling of 

the Spirit at Pentecost. 

Matthew summarizes the action in verse 35, and then shares what Jesus was seeing in those 

crowds; a harvest. He had compassion for the people, not condemnation; He loved them and 

knew that in spite of the constant presence of their religious leaders, nobody was there who 

could show them the way to God, and so they were helpless and adrift in a harsh world. So 

there Jesus was; He could make speeches, and He could form relationships with some, but 

there were simply too many people who needed Him; there simply were not enough hours in the 

day for Him to heal everyone who needed Him. 

That is where His disciples come into the picture. As He tells them to pray to the “Lord of the 

Harvest” for more workers, little did they know that they were going to be those workers. 

Here’s a question to ponder: When we look out at those people “out there”, do we see helpless 

people who need a loving shepherd, or do we just see the “wicked”? 

 

A Most Excellent Adventure 

Matthew 10:1-15 

In the prior section, Jesus told His disciples to pray for the Lord of the Harvest to send workers; 

now He informs His disciples that they are the workers the Lord of the Harvest has sent. The 

text doesn’t really say how the disciples felt about this, but if you have ever prayed that God 

would send someone to meet a need, and then realized that He sent you, you will have an idea. 

In verses 5-15, Jesus gives them a series of imperatives, 16 in all, which serve as a set of 

“ground rules” for their adventure. First, He tells them to go to the lost sheep of Israel, and not to 

either Gentiles of Samaritans. Next, He tells them they are to proclaim the Kingdom as He has 

been doing, and with their authority to heal and so forth, they are to perform miracles as Jesus 

has done, accepting no payment. They are not to take any cash or supplies with them; they will 

find people along their way to take them in. They should give a welcoming house their greeting, 

and if deserving, their peace and if no one will welcome them and listen to their message, they 

are to leave that town to its fate. 

It always strikes me that this set of instructions is a paradox: On one hand the disciples have 

been given unprecedented authority. They bear with them the proclamation of the Kingdom of 

Heaven, and the ability to heal the sick, give sight to the blind, drive our demons; the whole 

package that Jesus has used, and essentially, they are taking His place on this road trip. Yet 

they are completely vulnerable having no money and no provisions. They may not accept 
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payment for healings done miraculously, and they must depend on strangers for the necessities 

of life; who travels like that? 

We need to grasp this picture: They have with them all of the authority of Jesus, and at the 

same time, they must depend entirely upon God for their sustenance. 

In this way, they are just like us, for we have His authority to proclaim the Kingdom and bring 

healing to those who will listen, and to the extent that we will place our full faith and trust in God, 

we will build His Kingdom. As was the case with the disciples, the only thing that remains to be 

seen is our level of trust in God. 

 

Are You Sure You Want to do This? 

Matthew 10:16-23 

Jesus is about to send His disciples out to proclaim the Kingdom and He has given them 

unprecedented authority. Yet He has insisted that they take nothing along to help them, no 

money, no food or supplies, and He told them they are to be depending on the generosity of 

strangers for their sustenance. That may sound a little rough to us, but now He tells them the 

hardships they are likely to encounter, and in doing so, He speaks of an age to come, an age of 

battles and violence… the age we live in. As He tells the disciples of the hardships they will 

face, He might even remind us of the book of Revelation. 

I am sending you out like sheep among wolves. Therefore be as shrewd as snakes and as 

innocent as doves. (10:16) 

The disciples will encounter more than just those who reject their message  they will also 

encounter violent opponents. Jesus likens the situation to sheep among wolves, for they will be 

without defenses. How should they respond to such dire circumstances? They must be as 

shrewd as snakes. This is an allusion to Genesis 3:1: “Now the serpent was more crafty than 

any of the wild animals the LORD God had made.” In crisis, the disciple must be clear-headed 

and carefully think through his actions; not rash or impulsive. They must also be as “innocent as 

doves”, meaning that they must be entirely pure in motivation, seeking only to do what is right. 

As Jesus would later demonstrate, this purity would often silence His opponents. 

Be on your guard; you will be handed over to the local councils and be flogged in the 

synagogues. On my account you will be brought before governors and kings as witnesses to 

them and to the Gentiles. (10:17-18) 

These things did indeed take place later as Jesus predicted here. Notice that not only will the 

disciples be badly treated, but their treatment will bring them opportunity to proclaim the 

Kingdom to the Gentile authorities, and as we know, this is what they would one day do. 

But when they arrest you, do not worry about what to say or how to say it. At that time you will 

be given what to say, for it will not be you speaking, but the Spirit of your Father speaking 

through you. (10:19-20) 
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Along with this dire message is a message of hope and God’s provision, for God will speak His 

message in and through you, and thus you will know who is ultimately in control of events, even 

in the middle of spiritual warfare with a powerful foe. The disciples, soldiers in the front lines of 

spiritual warfare are assured of their ultimate victory by this; their futures are very bright indeed, 

even though this world may view them as weak. 

Brother will betray brother to death, and a father his child; children will rebel against their 

parents and have them put to death. You will be hated by everyone because of me, but the one 

who stands firm to the end will be saved. When you are persecuted in one place, flee to another. 

Truly I tell you, you will not finish going through the towns of Israel before the Son of Man 

comes. (10:21-23) 

Persecution is even more ominous in these verses as families are torn apart by the combination 

of the Kingdom message and the violent reaction of this world, as the spiritual warfare of the 

heavens is manifested on earth. Yes, this is what will happen in our age  it is what began in 

Acts. Honestly, this is a message we need to understand today, for it is unfolding all around us 

in this world of ours; it is as fresh as the morning news, sad to say. Yet the day of the Son of 

Man is coming… One can only wonder what was going through their minds as Jesus spoke to 

them; what had they gotten themselves into? Yet, Jesus isn’t quite finished just yet; there is 

more to come next time. 

 

Jesus and His Relationship with the Disciples 

“The student is not above the teacher, nor a servant above his master. It is enough for students 

to be like their teachers, and servants like their masters. If the head of the house has been 

called Beelzebul, how much more the members of his household! 

“So do not be afraid of them, for there is nothing concealed that will not be disclosed, or hidden 

that will not be made known. What I tell you in the dark, speak in the daylight; what is whispered 

in your ear, proclaim from the roofs. Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but cannot kill 

the soul. Rather, be afraid of the One who can destroy both soul and body in hell. Are not two 

sparrows sold for a penny? Yet not one of them will fall to the ground outside your Father’s care. 

And even the very hairs of your head are all numbered. So don’t be afraid; you are worth more 

than many sparrows. 

Matthew 10:24-31 

As Jesus prepares His disciples to be sent out to the harvest, He now takes the discussion, 

made up of instructions and warnings so far, and relates it to the relationship He has with the 

disciples. You will recall that in 9:34, after Jesus drove out a demon and restored speech to the 

afflicted man, some Pharisees said that He had done so by the power of the “prince of demons”, 

He is now telling the disciples that when they go out to proclaim the Kingdom, their opponents 

will say the same things about them. His rationale for this is simple; they are His servants, and 

the servant will be treated the same way as their master. Since Jesus is (and will be) 

encountering opposition, so will we. 
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Oh, and now you know the name of the “prince of demons”. 

The disciples need not fear their oppressors; they need not worry that their evil deeds will go 

unnoticed or that they will get away with anything, for the disciples are under the Father’s 

protection, and anyone who harms them will be called to account; there is no getting around that 

fact. Rather than be concerned with their own safety in doing God’s will, they would do better to 

worry about what might happen if they should work to hinder His will.  

Jesus wraps up this thought with the example of a sparrow. Who watches out for sparrows? 

Actually, we could ask something like: Who cares at all about sparrows? 

Jesus gives us an answer: His Father in heaven cares about each and every single insignificant 

sparrow on the planet, and nothing happens to a single little sparrow that He doesn’t know 

about.  

That is a staggering thought… 

So then, if you or I, as God’s servants, on “Official Business” are harmed by a servant of the 

Enemy, can that happen without note being taken on high? 

I really doubt it. 

This discussion runs much deeper than the short journey the Twelve were sent on, for it runs 

through this entire age, from Pentecost until Jesus returns, and Jesus is speaking here to us, 

just as much as He was speaking to them. They went out and conducted their business  will 

we? 

Next time, we will see even more of Jesus’ comments… see you then. 

  

Jesus and New Realities 

Matthew 10:32-42 

As Jesus wraps up His instructions to His disciples before sending them on their mission to 

bring in the harvest, He moves into some disturbing territory. Remember that He has just told 

them of the opposition they will face, and given them some comfort using the lowly sparrow as 

an example; now He sums up the point He has made: 

Whoever acknowledges me before others, I will also acknowledge before my Father in 

heaven. But whoever disowns me before others, I will disown before my Father in heaven. 

(10:32-33) 

I have a suspicion that these words were ringing in Peter’s head on that fateful night when He 

denied knowing Jesus not once, but three times, as they might ring in our minds from time to 

time. The disciples are being sent out to preach the Kingdom and Jesus; there will be pressure 

to keep quiet, and perhaps even to renounce Him. 
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The Kingdom of Heaven is a powerful thing, for it brings with it the power to unite people 

together to do God’s will on the earth, but even as it unites some, it also brings about a different 

sort of response in others. The response of those others, is not always entirely rational, even 

though it may appear rational at first, for the Kingdom of Heaven coming to the earth is the 

worst nightmare of the Enemy who seeks to usurp God’s Creation for himself. The result is an 

earthly manifestation of a spiritual war that few can even begin to comprehend, let alone 

acknowledge: 

Do not suppose that I have come to bring peace to the earth. I did not come to bring peace, but 

a sword. For I have come to turn 

“‘a man against his father, 

    a daughter against her mother, 

a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law— 

a man’s enemies will be the members of his own household. (10:34-36) 

This is the part of the “Christmas Story” that you probably will not hear about on Christmas Eve 

as we talk about “Peace on earth” and “Goodwill toward men” leaving out the rest of the verse 

“in whom his favor rests”. To put it in military terms, when Jesus came to the earth, God was 

mounting an invasion of enemy held territory, and the enemy has been returning fire the entire 

time; this is what Jesus is referring to in these verses. 

I remember when I blogged through Revelation, I received an email from a very dear brother 

who expressed some level of frustration with the study; there was so much in it that deals with 

spiritual warfare. His thought was along the lines of: “OK, I get it, there is persecution and some 

will get hurt, why go over this so many times?” The obvious answer is that John went over it so 

many times, but the real and important reason is that we really don’t get it yet. Spiritual warfare 

isn’t a metaphor or an academic concept  and it certainly is not a child’s ghost story; it is as 

real as the morning news, and it is going on all around us whether we want to admit it or not. 

Jesus put it in very personal terms for His disciples in this passage, as He quoted from Micah 

7:6. He went on to say: 

Anyone who loves their father or mother more than me is not worthy of me; anyone who loves 

their son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me. Whoever does not take up their cross 

and follow me is not worthy of me.  Whoever finds their life will lose it, and whoever loses their 

life for my sake will find it. (10:37-39) 

His last remark about losing and finding life is the key: The everyday lives we lead here in this 

world are not life at all, if they are apart from Him, for they will soon come to an end, one way or 

another. The life we should concern ourselves with is that life which is eternal; part of the eternal 

purpose of God. 

The final three verses of the discourse take a more pleasant tone: 

“Anyone who welcomes you welcomes me, and anyone who welcomes me welcomes the one 

who sent me. Whoever welcomes a prophet as a prophet will receive a prophet’s reward, and 
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whoever welcomes a righteous person as a righteous person will receive a righteous person’s 

reward. And if anyone gives even a cup of cold water to one of these little ones who is my 

disciple, truly I tell you, that person will certainly not lose their reward.” (10:40-42) 

No human who hears the message of the Kingdom needs to perish, but all who hear it must 

decide what to do with it. Some will accept, and some will reject, and the battle lines will be 

drawn. For those who accept, eternity is secure; for those who reject… they will also reap their 

reward. 

The problem with going through entire books of the Bible is that we don’t get to pick out the fun 

parts and move past the hard parts; this is a hard part. It isn’t hard because it’s difficult to 

understand, it just isn’t “pleasant” as most of us would like. Yet it reveals much about our lives 

today, about what is going on in our world, and how we should respond to it. It also helps us to 

look forward to the day when pain, suffering and tears are but distant memories, and all evil is 

gone from the earth. 

 

John has a Question 

Matthew 11:1-19 

A new section of the book opens in 11:1; a section that continues through chapter 14 in which 

Jesus’ ministry is viewed in light of the rejection of certain groups of Jews. We begin with the 

change of scene in verse 1 in which Matthew tells us that after giving the disciples their 

instruction, Jesus went out to teach and preach in the towns of Galilee. His activities here are 

much the same as they had been before, when some of John the Baptist’s disciples bring Him a 

question from John, who is in prison:  “Are you the one who is to come, or should we expect 

someone else?” 

Jesus gives them an interesting reply to convey to John: Go and tell him what you have seen… 

and then He adds something else: “Blessed is anyone who does not stumble on account of me” 

(10:6). John was the one who was called to prepare the way for Jesus; he must not stumble 

now that he is in prison. Could it be that John, like so many others, had expected a Messiah 

who would come to settle old scores and rise up a new, earthly and political Israel? 

After giving His answer, Jesus continued addressing the crowd, now speaking of John. In 

verses 7-10, He confirms both His own identity and John’s by recounting just exactly who John 

was, and the fact that he was sent to prepare Jesus’ way onto the scene, quoting from the 

prophet Malachi. In 11 ff. Jesus continues: 

Truly I tell you, among those born of women there has not risen anyone greater than John the 

Baptist; yet whoever is least in the kingdom of heaven is greater than he. From the days of John 

the Baptist until now, the kingdom of heaven has been subjected to violence, and violent people 

have been raiding it. For all the Prophets and the Law prophesied until John. And if you are 

willing to accept it, he is the Elijah who was to come. Whoever has ears, let them hear. (11:11-

15) 
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With these words, 2 things are clear: First, yes, John was the real messenger of God, and 

second, something is amiss, for their Messiah and God’s Kingdom are under attack by the 

forces of darkness. He continues: 

“To what can I compare this generation? They are like children sitting in the marketplaces and 

calling out to others: 

“‘We played the pipe for you, 

    and you did not dance; 

we sang a dirge, 

    and you did not mourn.’ 

For John came neither eating nor drinking, and they say, ‘He has a demon.’ The Son of Man 

came eating and drinking, and they say, ‘Here is a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax 

collectors and sinners.’ But wisdom is proved right by her deeds.” (11:16-19) 

Jesus goes on in these verses to compare the people of that generation to children who are 

playing their games and complaining about everything. One group complains that nobody is 

dancing, the other group that nobody is mourning; neither is happy. They complained about 

John’s austerity, they complain about Jesus’ festivity… 

Why are they really complaining? 

So they can deflect attention and avoid making a choice to either follow or reject the message 

they are hearing, but what they are overlooking is that their avoidance is indeed their decision, 

and their fate is already sealed. 

Sound familiar to anyone? 

“There is nothing new under the sun.” 

 

Repent or… ? 

Then Jesus began to denounce the towns in which most of his miracles had been performed, 

because they did not repent. “Woe to you, Chorazin! Woe to you, Bethsaida! For if the miracles 

that were performed in you had been performed in Tyre and Sidon, they would have repented 

long ago in sackcloth and ashes. But I tell you, it will be more bearable for Tyre and Sidon on 

the day of judgment than for you. And you, Capernaum, will you be lifted to the heavens? No, 

you will go down to Hades. For if the miracles that were performed in you had been performed 

in Sodom, it would have remained to this day. But I tell you that it will be more bearable for 

Sodom on the day of judgment than for you.” 

Matthew 11:20-24 

In these verses, Jesus turns to the towns in which He performed miracles and taught, and 

noting their lack of repentance, He, well… He let them have it! 
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I suppose that a commentator can go in multiple directions with this text, but as I see it, there is 

really only one lesson from this text that is important for us to master: Repentance. 

To repent means to turn away from something, in this case it means to turn away from our old 

way of living, and live for Christ and His Kingdom. I must add a note of caution here; it doesn’t 

mean to feel bad, it means to do something. You see the difference; right? If I feel bad, I’m not 

changing anything, I’m just feeling bad. To repent requires action, the turning away from our old 

ways; we may or may not feel sad or guilty or whatever, we just do. 

Imagine what Jesus is saying here: These people who had listened to His teaching and 

witnessed His miracles, or even received a miraculous healing; they were duly amazed, and 

then went on with life as usual: It’s hard to believe. 

Or is it? 

No, come to think of it, it isn’t hard to believe at all; we do it all the time. I know so many 

preachers who see a problem, and what do they do? Most often, they preach a sermon, maybe 

even a really great one, and then nothing whatsoever happens and they are discouraged. 

Everyone who heard the sermon said a loud “Amen!” 

Then they went home and carried on in the same way, while thinking their neighbor missed the 

mark. 

So, what lesson should we learn from this text? 

Something about a guy with a plank in his eye trying to get a speck of dust from his neighbor’s 

eye comes to mind, the idea of looking in the mirror comes to mind  are we following Jesus or 

are we just believing in Him?  

Jesus has a little more to say on this subject, and we’ll see what it is next time… 

 

My Yoke is Easy and My Burden is Light 

At that time Jesus said, “I praise you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because you have 

hidden these things from the wise and learned, and revealed them to little children. Yes, Father, 

for this is what you were pleased to do. 

“All things have been committed to me by my Father. No one knows the Son except the Father, 

and no one knows the Father except the Son and those to whom the Son chooses to reveal 

him. 

“Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon 

you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your 

souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.” 

Matthew 11:25-30 



67 
 

Still speaking in reference to the towns He listed in the last section, Jesus extends His offer of 

grace; there is still time to repent. He begins praising God the Father for the way that He has 

hidden His salvation from the “wise and learned” while revealing it to “little children”.  

At first glance, this might seem to a little odd; to praise God for hiding His truth, but look again; 

that isn’t what Jesus is saying at all. The only ones that find the truth of the Gospel to be hidden 

are the “wise and learned”; the simple can see it easily… if they want to. The wise ones have 

problems because they want to analyze things with the wisdom of this world. Look at it this way: 

Philosophy is an inquiry into the great questions of life. The Gospel answers the great questions 

of life; why don’t the great philosophers accept the Gospel in most cases? 

Two things come to mind right away: One is that the Gospel is not a human philosophy, but a 

revelation from God; philosophers aren’t looking for that in their quest to figure it all out by 

themselves. Two, the Gospel is simple and not at all convoluted as philosophy usually is. 

Jesus offers another explanation: Only the Father knows the Son, only the Son knows the 

Father, other than those the Son chooses to show the Father to. The only way to the Father is 

by the Son, and the wise and learned ones seek to find their own way to His truth. 

In the final verses of the chapter, Jesus offers to all the chance to come to Him. It isn’t too hard, 

it isn’t too complicated; it only requires a response. 

 

Lord of the Sabbath 

Matthew 12:1-14 

Matthew continues his narrative in this section which highlights the growing opposition to Jesus 

in certain Jewish circles. Notice as you read the verses that the disciples of Jesus are right in 

the middle of the controversy; didn’t they go out on a mission of harvest?  You may recall that 

chapter 10 was all about Jesus preparing to send them out, then they aren’t mentioned in 

chapter 11 and here they are in chapter 12. Are they back now? Did they ever go out? Was 

Jesus’ preparations and instructions intended only for the future after Pentecost? 

Matthew doesn’t make this issue clear, and I’ll let you ponder it on your own… 

They are walking through a grain field on the Sabbath, and the disciples pick a few heads of 

grain to eat, and the Pharisees jump in: Holy heart attack! They are harvesting on the Sabbath! 

(12:1-2) 

Jesus refutes their allegations with examples from the Scriptures (12:3-7) and then concludes 

with an amazing statement in verse 8: “For the Son of Man is Lord of the Sabbath” 

Matthew continues the narrative: 

Going on from that place, he went into their synagogue, and a man with a shriveled hand was 

there. Looking for a reason to bring charges against Jesus, they asked him, “Is it lawful to heal 

on the Sabbath?” (12:9-10) 
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When Jesus entered the synagogue, what was He thinking; was it His intention to heal the man 

with the injured hand? The text doesn’t say, it doesn’t even tell us if Jesus knew about the man 

being there, and the Pharisees would have had no way to know what was in His mind at that 

moment, so leaving nothing to chance, they set Him up, paragons of virtue that they were. It 

would be my guess that His answer wasn’t exactly what they expected: 

He said to them, “If any of you has a sheep and it falls into a pit on the Sabbath, will you not 

take hold of it and lift it out? How much more valuable is a person than a sheep! Therefore it is 

lawful to do good on the Sabbath.” (12:11-12) 

Look very carefully at His answer, and then re-read the question. Did you notice that Jesus 

answered a question they didn’t ask? Notice that they asked if it was legal to heal someone on 

the Sabbath, and that the answer was that is legal to do good on the Sabbath. To heal someone 

on the Sabbath is a specific action that they wanted to use in bringing an indictment against 

Him, but to do good is a vague generality that most people would have difficulty in objecting to; 

it isn’t a specific action that is “actionable” in the legal sense, or in plain English: it really isn’t 

anything with a legal basis for dispute.  

Now, look carefully and see what Jesus actually did: 

Then he said to the man, “Stretch out your hand.” So he stretched it out and it was completely 

restored, just as sound as the other (12:13). 

Jesus asked the man to stretch out his hand, and lo and behold, the hand was perfectly fine. I 

guess there wasn’t anyone there who needed healing after all! 

Now dear readers, those of you who are amateur lawyers and sleuths, what did Jesus do? Did 

He heal the man, or was the man already fine? If you think He healed the man, then when 

exactly did He do it? What is your evidence? Did you see Him heal the man? 

Do you recall the advice that Jesus gave the disciples in 10:16, that they should be as “shrewd 

as snakes and harmless as a dove”? Here is one of the best examples of that in all of Scripture. 

The Pharisees, realizing that He had outsmarted and outflanked them, were somewhat less 

than pleased at this: 

But the Pharisees went out and plotted how they might kill Jesus (12:14). 

I’m sure that you noticed the change in their attitude; they wanted a basis to file charges against 

Jesus, now they just want to kill Him.  

The question for us to ponder is this: Why were they so anxious to kill Him?  

Before you shoot off a reply, really think about it, for the typical Sunday school answer might not 

work for this one. (And I’ve already told you the answer, but most will have missed it) 
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Servant of God 

Aware of this, Jesus withdrew from that place. A large crowd followed him, and he healed all 

who were ill. He warned them not to tell others about him. This was to fulfill what was spoken 

through the prophet Isaiah: 

“Here is my servant whom I have chosen, 

    the one I love, in whom I delight; 

I will put my Spirit on him, 

    and he will proclaim justice to the nations. 

He will not quarrel or cry out; 

    no one will hear his voice in the streets. 

A bruised reed he will not break, 

    and a smoldering wick he will not snuff out, 

till he has brought justice through to victory. 

In his name the nations will put their hope.” 

Matthew 12:15-21 

This passage takes place immediately after the passage we discussed last time, Matthew 12:1-

14, and it is a continuation of the action. Thus, the Pharisees wanted to kill Jesus after He 

outsmarted and outflanked them in the healing of the man’s hand, and Jesus withdrew, followed 

by crowds. He healed everyone in the crowd, still on the Sabbath mind you, and this brief 

discourse followed. 

Considering the resumption of the previous narrative that begins in verse 22, this discourse can 

be looked at as a sort of interruption that reminds the reader of just who Jesus is, yet for me, it 

appears that Matthew isn’t using this as a literary device to remind us, even though I would 

imagine that the Holy Spirit was doing so in the way that events unfold in this chapter. In both 

cases however, we are pointed to the character and mission of the Christ in these verses.  

So, knowing what the Pharisees were thinking, Jesus withdraws, heals many more people on 

the Sabbath, and tells the people not to tell others about Him. Looking at this, and the quotation 

that follows, it seems clear to me that Jesus is not asking them to keep quiet out of fear of the 

Pharisees and their plotting, but because of the very nature of His mission; Jesus never goes 

out of His way to draw attention to Himself, for He has no interest in becoming a celebrity, for 

His mission is to do the will of His Father, not to make a name for Himself. Personally, I think we 

can take a lesson from His example. 

Matthew seeks to once again connect Jesus with Israel’s past by relating His simple request of 

the people to keep quiet about Him, to the prophecy of Isaiah 42:1-4. If you compare Isaiah to 

Matthew, you will notice some slight variation. Often New Testament authors quote the 

Septuagint in their Old Testament quotations, but that isn’t the case here. Either this is 

Matthew’s interpretation of the text, or it is his own translation from the original… or both. 

Whatever the case may be, he makes it clear that Jesus will be denounced by the Jewish 

leaders because He is God’s humble servant. Those very leaders see themselves as God’s 
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servants, and this is what they should be, and to be fair to them, maybe they really were God’s 

servants. 

Yet, in no way were they ever God’s humble servants, for in the end, their total lack of humility 

would be their downfall. I think we can learn much from the example of the Pharisees... 

 

More Fun with Pharisees 

Matthew 12:22-37 

I must confess that most of the time when I read a passage in which Pharisees are involved, I 

see politicians in my mind’s eye and this passage is no exception. Have you ever noticed how 

some politicians will keep reading the day’s talking points no matter how idiotic they sound? 

Here they go again! 

Jesus is presented with another person who is possessed by a demon; He drives out the 

demon, and the Pharisees start reading off their talking points: 

But when the Pharisees heard this, they said, “It is only by Beelzebul, the prince of demons, that 

this fellow drives out demons.” (12:24) 

As we know, Jesus has already made them look like fools for saying this, and here we go yet 

again. This time, He has even more to say, even borrowing heavily from one of Abraham 

Lincoln’s most famous speeches (or was it the other way around?): 

Jesus knew their thoughts and said to them, “Every kingdom divided against itself will be ruined, 

and every city or household divided against itself will not stand. If Satan drives out Satan, he is 

divided against himself. How then can his kingdom stand? And if I drive out demons by 

Beelzebul, by whom do your people drive them out? So then, they will be your judges. But if it is 

by the Spirit of God that I drive out demons, then the kingdom of God has come upon you. 

(12:24-28) 

Jesus’ words were so memorable; I would have simply said, “What are you, stupid?” 

First, Jesus points out the sheer stupidity of their charge, and then He turns it around on them: 

Maybe they drive out demons by the power of demons, but Jesus doesn’t, and if they drive out 

demons by the Spirit of God and the Son is before them driving out demons by the Spirit of God, 

then the Kingdom of God is standing right in front of them.  

I don’t think I want to debate against Jesus, how about you? 

He uses another example in verse 29 of a strong man’s house to make the same point again. 

Then, beginning in verse 30 it gets more serious: 

“Whoever is not with me is against me, and whoever does not gather with me scatters. And so I 

tell you, every kind of sin and slander can be forgiven, but blasphemy against the Spirit will not 
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be forgiven. Anyone who speaks a word against the Son of Man will be forgiven, but anyone 

who speaks against the Holy Spirit will not be forgiven, either in this age or in the age to come. 

(12:30-32) 

I am guessing that if we could have seen the faces of those Pharisees at this point, we would 

have seen a very special shade of bright red as they seethed in their fury against their long 

awaited Messiah. They have just been informed of having attributed to work of the Holy Spirit of 

God to the Devil, a sin for which there is no forgiveness, and they have done so sounding like 

complete fools in the process. 

Ouch. 

The passage, and the chapter ends with these words, and I don’t think that I need to say 

anything more, for they are more than self-explanatory: 

 “Make a tree good and its fruit will be good, or make a tree bad and its fruit will be bad, for a 

tree is recognized by its fruit. You brood of vipers, how can you who are evil say anything good? 

For the mouth speaks what the heart is full of. A good man brings good things out of the good 

stored up in him, and an evil man brings evil things out of the evil stored up in him. But I tell you 

that everyone will have to give account on the day of judgment for every empty word they have 

spoken. For by your words you will be acquitted, and by your words you will be condemned.” 

(12:33-37) 

It is interesting for us to note that in almost all cases, Jesus speaks in a manner that is 

respectful, reasonable and calm; you just don’t see Him go off on anybody… except from time-

to-time, when He goes off on the Pharisees. I think I have an idea why that is: for one thing, they 

are supposed to know better, and of all Gospel characters, they are the ones who should 

recognize the Messiah. For another thing, they are never really reasonable; it’s their way or the 

highway. Lastly, as mediocre politicians will always do, they just keep on  reading their talking 

points, no matter what else might happen, for, again like any mediocre politician, they believe 

that if they just tell their stupid lie enough times, people will believe them. The sad part is that 

those politicians usually turn out to be right, and people believe them in the end. 

 

About Speaking in Parables 

Matthew 13:1-23 

This passage contains the Parable of the Sower, and in many translations, it has this as a 

heading, added by the translators. Yet, while the parable is in this passage, the passage is not 

entirely about the parable. You will no doubt recall that we are right in the middle of a section of 

Matthew’s Gospel that has the growing rejection of the Jews as its theme; consequently, if we 

view the passage outside of this theme, we will be taking the passage out of its context, and that 

is never a good idea. 

That is how it is usually taught, however. 
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The scene opens shortly after Jesus had Pharisees for lunch, as we saw last time; He and the 

disciples went out to the Sea of Galilee, and the crowds were so big, he addressed them from a 

boat out on the water. Why shouldn’t the crowds be huge? In the last scene, He had healed 

everybody who needed healing… on the Sabbath, no less. I’m sure the news spread quickly 

and since everyone had the day off from work, they came out for the show. Maybe if they were 

lucky, a Pharisee or two might be crazy enough to challenge Him again! 

In verses 3-9, He told the crowd the Parable of the Sower. Beginning at verse 10, we have His 

aside with the disciples; remember, they are in a boat, and the crowd is ashore… They asked 

Him why He was speaking to the people in parables. Before we look at the answer He gave, a 

parable is a metaphorical story that uses common frames of reference to deliver an 

inconvenient or uncomfortable truth in a non-threatening way, and has been used by the wise to 

communicate with and instruct others for about as long as people have been writing things 

down; they are used pretty much universally, and we still use them today, although in our time 

we usually call them “illustrations”.  

In our passage, Jesus answers this way: 

He replied, “Because the knowledge of the secrets of the kingdom of heaven has been given to 

you, but not to them. Whoever has will be given more, and they will have an abundance. 

Whoever does not have, even what they have will be taken from them. (13:11-12) 

I hope that the first thing you recognized in reading these two verses is that He hasn’t answered 

their question yet; this is a set up for the answer that will become apparent as He goes along. In 

short, what He is telling them so far is that they have been chosen as His disciples to have 

everything reveled to them, but the crowd hasn’t been. Consequently, He speaks to them in a 

way that requires a certain level of discernment before a person comprehends. He continues: 

This is why I speak to them in parables: 

“Though seeing, they do not see; 

    though hearing, they do not hear or understand. (13:13) 

Just looking at this, you might expect that Jesus is quoting an Old Testament passage here, but 

He is not quoting anyone (yet). However, this is the answer to their question; He is speaking to 

the people in parables because they are not ready to deal with Truth, for they are in open 

rebellion against God. Why do I say this? Simple  Jesus is not the kind of Messiah they are 

looking for, for they want a Messiah to deal with their political problems (i.e. the Roman 

occupation) not their spiritual problem of sin. Since God’s plan isn’t what they want, they rebel. 

If you are in the habit of sharing your faith, you will recognize this as something quite common in 

our time, for it is fairly common to find a person who is quite open to the Gospel, as long as 

Jesus is the kind of Savior who will solve the person’s earthly problems, say financial or career 

problems, or their relational problems, or their problems with substance abuse or other addictive 

issues. Yet when their sin is mentioned, they are no longer interested, for they don’t see that as 

an issue, because they are “a good person”. 
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Jesus continues quoting from Isaiah 6: 

In them is fulfilled the prophecy of Isaiah: 

“‘You will be ever hearing but never understanding; 

    you will be ever seeing but never perceiving. 

For this people’s heart has become calloused; 

    they hardly hear with their ears, 

    and they have closed their eyes. 

Otherwise they might see with their eyes, 

    hear with their ears, 

    understand with their hearts 

and turn, and I would heal them.’ (13:14-15) 

At the beginning of this passage, I reminded you of the overall theme in which this falls, that of 

Israel’s growing rejection of Jesus; do you see it now? It is nothing new in Israel’s history, and 

Matthew has once again tied the story of Jesus into Israel’s history, even though in this 

particular case, it is on the negative side of history. The people, by and large, want what they 

want, when they want it, and if God doesn’t deliver, they turn their backs on Him. 

Jesus taught in parables, and those who were seeking relationship with God could very easily 

understand His teaching, and those who didn’t particularly care what God was doing if it wasn’t 

what they wanted would have no clue. 

If you are wondering about the actual parable, you can read it in verses 3-9, and if you are 

curious about its meaning, Jesus explains that in verses 16 ff. 

 

Parable of the Weeds 

Jesus told them another parable: “The kingdom of heaven is like a man who sowed good seed 

in his field. But while everyone was sleeping, his enemy came and sowed weeds among the 

wheat, and went away. When the wheat sprouted and formed heads, then the weeds also 

appeared. 

“The owner’s servants came to him and said, ‘Sir, didn’t you sow good seed in your field? 

Where then did the weeds come from?’ 

“‘An enemy did this,’ he replied. 

“The servants asked him, ‘Do you want us to go and pull them up?’ 

“‘No,’ he answered, ‘because while you are pulling the weeds, you may uproot the wheat with 

them. Let both grow together until the harvest. At that time I will tell the harvesters: First collect 

the weeds and tie them in bundles to be burned; then gather the wheat and bring it into my 

barn.’” 

Matthew 13:24-30 
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The last thing anybody wants when they are planting seeds is to discover later that their seeds 

included the seeds of weeds, so seed providers are very careful to ensure that their seed 

packages are clear of such an infestation. In this parable, a farmer had good wheat seeds, free 

of weeds, but his enemy came into the field under cover of night and infested the man’s fields 

with weeds  nice guy. 

Jesus began the story by saying that the Kingdom of Heaven is like that. I’m sure I don’t really 

need to explain this to anybody, but obviously, the Gospel is represented by the seeds, the 

enemy is Satan, and the weed seeds are the notions, cares and philosophies of this world. As 

the Gospel message begins to grow inside a person, the weeds of the enemy grow and seek to 

choke out the pure message of hope. In the end, when the time has come for harvest, the 

Harvester will pull out the weeds so they can be burned, and the wheat will be harvested. 

You might want to take note of the apocalyptic implications of this, for when Jesus returns, 

those weeds in the harvesting fields will be separated from the harvest and burned. 

We might also note, in light of the previous passage, that the parables Jesus is using to explain 

the Kingdom are really not very hard to follow, unless of course, you just don’t want to follow 

them. 

 

More Parables 

He told them another parable: “The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed, which a man 

took and planted in his field. Though it is the smallest of all seeds, yet when it grows, it is the 

largest of garden plants and becomes a tree, so that the birds come and perch in its branches.” 

He told them still another parable: “The kingdom of heaven is like yeast that a woman took and 

mixed into about sixty pounds of flour until it worked all through the dough.” 

Jesus spoke all these things to the crowd in parables; he did not say anything to them without 

using a parable. So was fulfilled what was spoken through the prophet: 

“I will open my mouth in parables, 

    I will utter things hidden since the creation of the world.”  

Matthew 13:33-35 

Jesus continues His teaching of parables; there are two more in these few verses. As before, 

He begins with the words, “The Kingdom of Heaven is like…” denoting that 1) this is a parable 

(Is like) and 2) that the subject is indeed the kingdom of Heaven.  As we read these parables 

about the Kingdom of Heaven we would be well advised to keep in mind that everything about 

the Kingdom of Heaven has a strong apocalyptic implication. I would also mention once again 

that “apocalyptic” doesn’t mean the “End”, it means “to reveal” and what is revealed may or may 

not be about the “End”. 

The Parable of the Mustard Seed is a simple one, since a mustard seed is so small, so 

apparently insignificant, and yet it can grow into a very large bush. We might say that the 
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mustard plant is in a sense, counter-intuitive, since when we see one, we would likely assume it 

has a large seed as other bushes normally do, but it is actually one of the smallest of seeds.  

In the world’s terms, the Kingdom of Heaven isn’t all that significant, in fact a great many liken it 

to a fairy tale as they scoff at the very idea of such a thing. But the Kingdom of Heaven is the 

most counter-intuitive of all things, because its power is found in its apparent weakness and 

insignificance. 

The Parable of Yeast is similar to that of the mustard seed, for when we put a small amount of 

yeast into the flour to make the dough for bread, little would we suspect that such a small 

amount yeast would find its way into the entire dough mixture, becoming something so powerful 

that it entirely changes the nature of the dough. The Kingdom is like that because it comes into 

the world, and changes everything; no wonder it is opposed so fiercely! 

The section ends with Matthew yet again showing us how this speech of Jesus’ ties into Israel’s 

history of prophecy. 

 

Jesus Explains the Parable of the Weeds 

Matthew 13:36-43 

Jesus told the Parable of the Weeds to the crowd in 13:24-30, and we covered it a couple posts 

back. At the end, I gave a simplified and “practical” or “every day” kind of explanation and 

mentioned that it has apocalyptic implications. For the most part, I just left it at that, knowing that 

A) you wouldn’t believe me if I went into it further, and B) that Jesus spoke about in this 

passage. Jesus isn’t as easy to argue with as I am! 

Last time, I mentioned that everything about the Kingdom is apocalyptic, both because it reveals 

things in the here and now, and because it has eternal significance, as you will shortly see. 

The disciples ask about the parable and Jesus holds nothing back: 

He answered, “The one who sowed the good seed is the Son of Man. The field is the world, and 

the good seed stands for the people of the kingdom. The weeds are the people of the evil 

one, and the enemy who sows them is the devil. The harvest is the end of the age, and the 

harvesters are angels. (13:37-39) 

Can you see the “here and now” in this? The here and now is everything except for the last 

sentence, which is the end, when Jesus returns. We are living in that messed up field, in which 

good seed has been planted by the Gospel, and in which the weeds planted by the nasty 

neighbor, the enemy of the farmer (Jesus) has sought to sabotage the crop (Satan). Like the 

wheat of the field, we struggle with the weeds that try to choke us off. But when the harvest 

comes… 

“As the weeds are pulled up and burned in the fire, so it will be at the end of the age. The Son of 

Man will send out his angels, and they will weed out of his kingdom everything that causes sin 
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and all who do evil. They will throw them into the blazing furnace, where there will be weeping 

and gnashing of teeth. Then the righteous will shine like the sun in the kingdom of their Father. 

Whoever has ears, let them hear.” (13:40-43) 

Sometimes apocalyptic passages reveal things about the present that have future implications. 

These verses however do the opposite; they speak of the future in a way that has implications 

about the present. Take special notice of the weeds in the Kingdom in 41b: 

…and they will weed out of his kingdom everything that causes sin and all who do evil. 

Are there “weeds” in the Kingdom today that cause “sin “? Are there “weeds” in the Kingdom 

today who do evil? 

At this point, we might run into a problem if we don’t recognize that fact that there is another 

Biblical term for the Kingdom, and that term is the “church”. Are there such “weeds” in the midst 

of the church today? 

I would have to say that, “Why yes, there are weeds in the church today, and that these “weeds” 

cause tremendous harm to both the citizens of the Kingdom, and to the very Kingdom itself. 

OK dear reader, are you getting the hang of this whole “apocalyptic” business now? Present 

things have future implications, and future things have present implications, for both of them 

reveal considerably more than it would seem at first. Apocalyptic = Revelation. 

Now that we are understanding this revelation of the Kingdom, I would offer an “editorial 

opinion”: 

I hear and read a great deal of criticism of the church today, and I also offer some of my own 

periodically. These weeds have created chaos to a certain degree, filling the church with 

hierarchies, forms, rules, ceremonies, rituals, and many other abuses that tear people away 

from Christ; I get that. Yet I grow weary of those who blame the Kingdom (Church) for the 

subversion of the weeds planted by Satan. Can’t they see that they are playing Satan’s game? 

Look carefully: The harvest, the ones who “will shine in the Kingdom of their Father” are not the 

ones who allow themselves to be choked off and separated from the Kingdom, they are ones 

who persevere, who resist the devil to the end. 

We might ask ourselves where the constant critics are in this picture… 

 

The Kingdom of Heaven is like… 

“The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field. When a man found it, he hid it again, 

and then in his joy went and sold all he had and bought that field. 

“Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a merchant looking for fine pearls. When he found one of 

great value, he went away and sold everything he had and bought it. 
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Matthew 13:44-46 

Jesus continued His discourse with two very short and very similar little parables, each dealing 

with someone who found something of exceedingly great value and who sold everything he had 

in this life to buy what he had found. It would seem that the thing that was found, the treasure or 

the pearl was far more valuable than the entire net worth of the one who found it. 

Yes, the Kingdom of heaven is just like that! 

Do you remember when Jesus said that the person who loses his life will find it, and the one 

who finds his life will lose it? These two parables provide us with an explanation of that 

statement, for in both cases the one who found the treasure divested himself of his life’s 

savings, belongings, possessions; everything… to obtain the one real treasure that made the 

effort worth it. In the end, each one was enriched beyond measure. 

Yes, the Kingdom of heaven is just like that. 

I wonder how many other people might have come upon these same treasures, but were afraid 

to sell everything in order to acquire them? I wonder how many came along and said, yes, I 

would love to have this, but the price is much too high? 

Yes, the Kingdom of heaven is just like that! 

Yes, I wonder… 

 

 “Have you understood all these things?” 

“Once again, the kingdom of heaven is like a net that was let down into the lake and caught all 

kinds of fish. When it was full, the fishermen pulled it up on the shore. Then they sat down and 

collected the good fish in baskets, but threw the bad away. This is how it will be at the end of the 

age. The angels will come and separate the wicked from the righteous and throw them into the 

blazing furnace, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. 

Matthew 13:47-50 

Jesus tells another parable, the last in this series of parables. This one has some similarity to 

the Parable of the Weeds, for its conclusion reveals something about the end of the age. Here 

we have fishermen as the example; they cast their nets and haul in a big catch. They drag their 

nets to the shore and sort their catch, for there are good fish, ready for market, and there are 

fish to throw back; Jesus likens this process to what will happen on the last day, when the 

angels of God will sort out the Kingdom. The “good fish” will enter, and the “bad fish” will be 

tossed out. To put it another way, the Kingdom of heaven is open to everyone, but not all will 

choose to enter, and when the day comes, many will find that they waited too long, and that the 

doors are now closed. 

The main point of the passage comes next: 
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“Have you understood all these things?” Jesus asked. 

“Yes,” they replied. 

He said to them, “Therefore every teacher of the law who has become a disciple in the kingdom 

of heaven is like the owner of a house who brings out of his storeroom new treasures as well as 

old.” 

Matthew 13:51-52 

Jesus asked the disciples if they followed His lesson; they said that they did. After His 

explanation of the Parable of the Weeds (13:36-40) they would have needed to work pretty hard 

not to understand. Jesus continued with His remark about a “teacher of the law” becoming a 

disciple; he would have both old and new treasures to share. 

The old treasures are the treasures of the Scriptures that we would call the Old Testament, 

including the story of Israel, the Law and the Prophets, along with the wisdom literature; the 

entire Word of God that pointed the people to Jesus, the Messiah. The new treasures would be 

the story of Jesus, the Kingdom of heaven, the fulfillment of the Law and the Prophets, and the 

message of salvation and redemption for humanity that Jesus embodied. 

In our time many of us attempt to teach the wonders and riches of God’s Word, and we have in 

our storerooms abundant treasure to share with our guests, but what do we share with them? 

Do we share His Kingdom, or do we discuss rules and regulations as though we were still 

awaiting His coming? Do we share the message of redemption and the glory of His Kingdom in 

our midst, or do we get so caught up in forms, rituals and even future events, that we cannot 

see the Kingdom right in front of us? 

 

Prophets, Hometowns and Honor 

When Jesus had finished these parables, he moved on from there. Coming to his hometown, he 

began teaching the people in their synagogue, and they were amazed. “Where did this man get 

this wisdom and these miraculous powers?” they asked. “Isn’t this the carpenter’s son? Isn’t his 

mother’s name Mary, and aren’t his brothers James, Joseph, Simon and Judas? Aren’t all his 

sisters with us? Where then did this man get all these things?” And they took offense at him. 

But Jesus said to them, “A prophet is not without honor except in his own town and in his own 

home.” 

And he did not do many miracles there because of their lack of faith. 

Matthew 13:53-58 

If you just stumbled upon this passage, you might wonder why Matthew includes it in his 

narrative; it doesn’t really have the kind of content that the rest of the chapter has. Yet if we 
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recall the context of this section, it may make a little more sense; and we might also notice that 

it has something interesting for us to learn. 

The scene has shifted from the Sea of Galilee to Nazareth, Jesus’ mountainside hometown. 

Jesus is teaching in the synagogue there, just as He has in so many other places throughout 

the region, but the people in His hometown react differently; they take offense. At first, this might 

surprise us; whatever happened to “local boy makes good”?  

In my personal experience “local boy makes good” only applies to “local boys” that a person has 

never met, these people had known Jesus, and here He was teaching with the authority of God 

and performing miracles; He was the talk of Galilee… Who did He think He was? 

Many years ago I was visiting “back home” and got into a lengthy conversation with my sister 

who was holding forth on a particular item from the news that was being much discussed at that 

time. It was also an issue that I was working on at my job in Washington; I knew all of the 

players personally, and had discussed this issue in depth; I was literally one the players myself. 

I knew the information about the issue that wasn’t being reported in the news, and for several 

weeks this issue and its resolution had more or less become my life 24/7. From my sister’s point 

of view, I was nothing more than her stupid little brother… You know where this is going, right? 

So, when we came to the part of the conversation where she exclaimed that I had no idea what 

I was talking about and ought to just shut up, I smiled and moved on to chat with someone else, 

wondering how long it would take before that conversation ended the same way, and each 

conversation would begin with me saying that I’d rather not “talk shop” on vacation… 

They sometimes say that once you leave, you can never really go home again. I don’t know if 

that is really true or not, but it is never quite the way it was before; of that I am certain.  

Jesus’ experience in Nazareth stems from this kind of thing in human nature, but of course this 

story tells us more than that. The opposition to Jesus, and thus to His Father was growing, for 

even though Jesus was playing the central role in God’s redemptive plan, there was always 

opposition to His message, and as time went on, the opposition would grow, just as in our world 

today. At this point, even His own earthly family was in opposition, yet the day would come 

when many things would change. 

 

John the Baptist Attends a Party 

Matthew 14:1-12 

This passage is the last in the section of Matthew’s Gospel that began in 11:2 in which we have 

seen the growing misunderstanding and rejection of Jesus and His message of the Kingdom of 

heaven. In this passage, we see just how twisted and extreme the misunderstandings became, 

and how deadly their results would become. Yes, John would be seen at Herod’s party, but not 

all of him would be there… 
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According to the first century Jewish historian Josephus, Herod ordered the arrest and 

imprisonment of John the Baptist because John had publicly denounced Herod’s wedding to his 

sister-in-law, Herodias. As we see from 14:6-11, Herod, who was afraid to have John killed, 

found himself in a position from which he could not extricate himself without having him 

beheaded, and so it came to pass that John the Baptist was murdered at Herod’s command, 

and his head was brought to Herod’s birthday party on a platter and presented to his niece who 

was also his step daughter. Two things really jump off the page for me in this story: One is the 

curious way that Matthew tells the story; it is a “flashback”. Second is Herod’s reaction to Jesus’ 

miracles, assuming as he did that Jesus’ miraculous abilities must mean that He was John the 

Baptist risen from the grave. 

This dude was a loon, no getting around that! 

Yet that isn’t what Matthew is really getting at. 

Focus on the very depth of Herod’s misunderstanding of what is going on around him; it doesn’t 

seem to occur to him who Jesus might really be, but then Herod wasn’t a Jew, was he? He had 

been afraid to kill John not because of who John was, but because he had been popular with 

the masses. Yep, that’s right; Herod’s fear was motivated by nothing more than politics. 

Nevertheless, his fear that Jesus could be John come back from the grave is very real indeed, 

and as the story goes on, it will result in a very odd political alliance between the Jewish 

religious leaders, who want Jesus out of the picture, and Herod, their enemy, who also wants 

Jesus out of the picture. 

Oh the tangled webs we weave… 

So then, why does Matthew introduce this story in the unusual manner that he did?  

You might recall that when Jesus learned of John’s imprisonment in 4:12, Jesus responded with 

a decisive move, taking His ministry out of the shadows and into full public view. When Jesus 

learns of John’s death, He makes another decisive move, this time, stepping back from full 

public view, and as a result, Matthew’s narrative moves into its next main section that extends 

from 14:13 -16:20 in which the main emphasis is on Jesus teaching His disciples exactly who 

He was, and what the purpose of His mission was, for make no mistake; His disciples were not 

yet clear on either of these things. 

We will pick up the story next time, and see what happens when Jesus tried to step out of the 

public spotlight… 

  

Jesus Steps Out of the Spotlight… 

…and the crowds went with Him! 

Matthew 14:13-21 
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When Jesus heard what had happened, he withdrew by boat privately to a solitary place. 

Hearing of this, the crowds followed him on foot from the towns. (14:13) 

When Jesus heard about the brutal murder of John the Baptist in Herod’s jails, He withdraw 

from the public spotlight, and Matthew begins a new section in his narrative, a section in which 

Jesus seeks to spend time working with His disciples so that they might come to understand 

both His identity and His mission. 

But the people were loathe to let Him step into the background, and when they heard that He 

had departed from Nazareth and was headed to the far side of the Sea of Galilee, the word 

spread quickly, and by the time Jesus and the Twelve arrived, there was a very large crowd 

waiting for them. Notice in the text that Jesus, who was trying to get away from crowds, took pity 

on them and healed all who needed healing, rather than either sending them away or moving on 

Himself. 

As it was getting late, and they were in a remote location, the disciples suggest to Jesus that He 

send them on their way so they would still have time to buy something to eat in the nearby 

towns, but Jesus had another idea: Why don’t you guys give them something to eat? 

Sadly, they only had a few loaves of bread and two fish with them, but Jesus told the crowd to 

take a seat in the grass and then began to multiply the food on hand, and they ended up feeding 

5,000 men, plus women and children. How many people in total were fed with a few loaves of 

bread and two fish? Although I know of a few scholars who have somehow calculated the 

“exact” number, I’ll just leave it at 5,000 “plus” and be satisfied that we have a major miracle on 

our hands. 

Oh yes, I almost forgot; they also had 12 baskets of leftovers… 

So much has been written about this series of events, so many sermons, lessons… and so 

much speculation about the circumstances of Jesus’ attempted withdrawal, Herod’s intentions 

toward Jesus in light of his fear that Jesus was John come back from the dead to get him, not to 

mention moralizing about the miracle itself. Let’s approach it a little differently… 

What is actually in the text? 

1. It’s getting late in the day, and the people are in a remote place; there isn’t even a 

McDonald’s nearby. 

2. The disciples, good men that they are, notice that there might be a problem coming along 

with the lack of food for this large crowd of people, and suggest that Jesus send them on their 

way while they can still buy something to eat. 

3. Jesus, who has withdrawn to “disciple” the disciples, throws the challenge back on the 

Twelve: You find them something. No problem right? After all, there are only 5,000 plus hungry 

mouths to feed. 

4. The disciples attempt to deflect this impossible task by pointing out (accurately) that they only 

have five loaves of bread and two fish. In their defense, I’m not sure that five loaves of bread 
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and two fish are quite enough to feed 13 grown men after a long journey and a very full day with 

the crowd. Yet, it would seem they have overlooked something in their human thinking; they 

were in the presence of the Kingdom of heaven. 

5. Jesus took care of the rest. 

Could it be that Jesus is trying to teach the disciples that in our very rational and reasonable 

human thinking, we tend to forget that we have more than human potential to help us deal with 

the challenges we face? It seems worth considering to me. 

 

Jesus Takes a Stroll 

Matthew 14:22-36 

This is a familiar story; actually it serves as the ending of the story of the feeding of the 5,000, 

connected as it is with the previous passage. Since it is a familiar narrative, and since you have 

a link to the text to refresh your recollection, let’s just talk about the story for a bit; grab a cup of 

coffee, and let’s chat… 

This is not the first story about Jesus, the disciples and a boat on the Lake that we have seen in 

Matthew’s narrative, and it is inexorably linked with the story we have seen already in chapter 8. 

Look at the similarities:  

In both scenes, the disciples are afraid (8:26 cf. 14:26). In both scenes, Jesus says they are of 

little faith (8:26 cf. 14:31). In 8:25, they called upon Jesus to “save us”; and in 14:30, Peter calls 

on Jesus to save him. In 8:27, after Jesus has demonstrated His authority over the elements, 

the disciples ask “what kind of man is this?” In 14:33, they answer their own question: “Truly you 

are the Son of God.” This is the first time in Matthew’s Gospel that a human has correctly 

identified Jesus as the Son of God. 

In light of the purpose and mission that these disciples will be called to later on, God has given 

them the very special opportunity to see just exactly who this Jesus was, for this is something 

they will need to know. As the narrative continues, they will be led to acknowledge His role and 

mission as well. 

The scene closes when they arrive back on solid ground, with a summary of what Jesus has 

been doing for some time now; teaching, healing and showing the Kingdom in action.  

Now that Jesus has had an opportunity for time alone with His Father, and has revealed to the 

disciples that He is the Son of God, we continue the disciples’ education out among the people; 

who do we run into first?  

Well, it wouldn’t be any fun without Pharisees…  
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Jesus, Disciple and Pharisee 

Matthew 15:1-20 

Matthew continues to move forward in his narrative, and beginning with this passage, he shows 

Jesus teaching the disciples to keep their distance from the Jewish religious leaders and their 

teachings. The scene begins with a confrontation between Jesus and some Pharisees who 

were sent from Jerusalem. They challenge Jesus over the issue of hand washing; His disciples 

don’t do the ritual hand washing before they ate. The washing of hands prior to eating was a 

traditional practice of the “righteous”, but it wasn’t a requirement of the Law or of any of God’s 

commandments. Jesus quickly takes the offensives: 

“And why do you break the command of God for the sake of your tradition? (15:3). 

He continues in 15:4-6 to make His charge that their tradition allowed a person to not honor 

their parents by dedicating a possession to God, when it was needed by their parents. In order 

for a person to “honor” their parents, it would have been incumbent upon the person to see to 

the financial and physical needs of their parents when they were no longer able to work. If the 

person was wealthy, they might be able to “dedicate” assets to God (whatever that really means 

in practice) and still have resources to help their parents, but most people are not wealthy, and 

there is the loophole. They “dedicate” assets to God, give some money to the Temple, and fail 

to properly care for their parents, and yet still seem to do quite nicely themselves… all with the 

blessings of the Pharisees, who collect some extra cash in the process: Interesting 

arrangement. 

Jesus equates this with “cursing” one’s parents; His reasoning is that bringing a curse (poverty) 

upon them as it was in language, is a capital offense and that neglecting their needs is a more 

serious act than saying something bad. The Pharisees’ “tradition” might have lined their cash 

coffers, but it negated a divine imperative in the process… and they are here complaining about 

hand washing? 

Jesus isn’t buying it. 

After reciting the prophecy of Isaiah in vv. 7-9, He calls the crowd over in 15:10-11 to tell them 

that it isn’t what goes into a man’s mouth that defiles him (food from non-ceremonially washed 

hands) but what comes out of a man’s mouth (like the corrupt teachings of the Pharisees). 

The disciples react with concern, for they perceive that Jesus has offended the Pharisees sent 

to Him from Jerusalem; Jesus’ reaction shows us that He really couldn’t care less that they are 

offended (15:12-14). Perhaps one of these days, I’ll write about that. 

Peter asks Jesus to explain His parable, and Jesus explained it like this: 

“Are you still so dull?” Jesus asked them. “Don’t you see that whatever enters the mouth goes 

into the stomach and then out of the body? But the things that come out of a person’s mouth 

come from the heart, and these defile them. For out of the heart come evil thoughts—murder, 

adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false testimony, slander. These are what defile a person; but 

eating with unwashed hands does not defile them.” (15:16-20) 



84 
 

Tradition of the Church requires that I find a spin on this that makes you think that Jesus was 

always nice, gentle, sweet and diplomatic with the disciples, and with everyone other than the 

Pharisees, and that He was never all that tough on the Pharisees, but our traditions aren’t much 

better than those of the Pharisees when you get right down to cases, so here’s the obvious 

truth: Jesus wasn’t concerning Himself with their little feelings at that moment. (“Are you still so 

dull?”) 

The rest of what He said here really doesn’t require any further comment from me. 

What happens next in Matthew’s narrative is that Jesus is going to move into Gentile territory 

and demonstrate this teaching in action in two different scenes, and we’ll get into the first of 

those next time… 

 

A Child’s Bread… and the Dog 

Matthew 15:21-28 

After His encounter with the Pharisees from Jerusalem in the last section, and His instruction to 

the disciples, Jesus heads into Gentile territory to show the disciples His teaching in action. 

Remember that in this section, Jesus has set about to “disciple” the disciples, so they will better 

understand who He is and what the mission is. So far, they have come to see that He is the Son 

of God, but that, as big as it is, is only the beginning. 

A Canaanite woman appeals to Jesus to help her demon possessed daughter; Jesus does not 

respond. The disciples ask Him to send her away: Jesus answers, but not their request, saying: 

“I was sent only to the lost sheep of Israel” (15:24).  That isn’t the end of the matter: 

The woman came and knelt before him. “Lord, help me!” she said. 

He replied, “It is not right to take the children’s bread and toss it to the dogs.” 

Matthew 15:25-26 

I just want to be sure that you understand that Jesus just told the woman that she and her 

afflicted daughter are “dogs”… right? “Dogs” is the word used by the Jews to characterize 

Gentiles; they were “unclean” and shouldn’t receive the time of day from a “proper” Jew. 

Obviously the woman caught His drift: 

“Yes it is, Lord,” she said. “Even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their master’s table.” 

(15:27) 

The “children” refer to the “lost sheep of Israel”, the “dogs” are Gentiles, like this woman and her 

daughter, and we know who the “master” is. 

Then Jesus said to her, “Woman, you have great faith! Your request is granted.” And her 

daughter was healed at that moment. (15:28) 
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It looks to me like Jesus just blew up another one of those traditions that the Pharisees were so 

concerned about. 

Here’s the lesson for the disciples, and by extension, for us as well: God couldn’t care less 

about our traditions and customs and ceremonies and rituals; He cares about our faith. Jesus 

was sent to save Israel first of all; for they were God’s chosen. Yet, in the end, they placed a 

higher priority on their traditions than they did on their faith that God would keep His promises. 

When this conflict, between faith in God and traditions of men arose, Jesus’ reaction was not all 

that diplomatic, for this conflict, that is still with us today, is nothing less than toxic, and in the 

end, the one who received God’s grace was the one with faith, not tradition, breeding, position 

or human righteousness. Instead it was a poor Gentile woman who loved her afflicted daughter, 

and was willing to put her trust in Jesus. 

But wait; that’s not all! We have another whole scene to go… see you next time! 

 

Feeding the Four Thousand 

Matthew 15:29-39 

After the incident with the Canaanite woman, Jesus moves back to the shore, and a crowd 

follows. He has just come back from Gentile territory, and the crowd from there is still following; 

this is important for us to keep in mind, for it is a predominantly Gentile crowd. Although 

Matthew uses language similar to that of the feeding of the five thousand, this is a different 

scene, a different feeding. 

Pharisees don’t appeal to Gentiles, they don’t eat with Gentiles, they want nothing to do with 

Gentiles, and you will no doubt remember that in this section, Jesus is teaching the disciples 

about His identity and purpose, and in this chapter, He is demonstrating the difference between 

the toxic teachings of the Pharisees, and the inclusive teachings of Jesus.  

The people bring everyone who needs healing of whatever kind to Jesus’ feet, and having 

compassion, Jesus heals the lot of them.  Now the Pharisees were righteous men; just ask 

them, and they’ll tell you. They are motivated by the written code of the Law, and by their 

traditions; what do you suppose a Pharisee would do in Jesus’ place  have compassion for a 

crowd of Gentiles? 

Not likely. It would be more likely for them to tell the crowd that these people are afflicted 

because they aren’t Jews. But that was not how Jesus used His authority from the Father; He 

had compassion and healed every last one. I wonder what the disciples thought about all of 

this… 

Jesus, noting that these people had been following Him for days now, thought that maybe they 

should have a meal so that they wouldn’t collapse from a lack of food… 

To make a long story short, He saw to it that they had enough to eat before they headed back to 

their homes.  
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Remember back to the way this chapter began: The Pharisees accosted Jesus about the fact 

that His disciples weren’t following their tradition of hand washing before meals. Remember also 

that Jesus wouldn’t have any of their hypocritical nonsense; He shut them up, speaking a tad 

harshly about their traditions. Then He took the disciples to Gentile territory and blew up several 

more of the traditions and customs of the Jewish religious elite.  

He didn’t do any of this to be a rebel, He did it to educate His disciples about the Kingdom, His 

purpose, God’s purpose, and the fact that God was not pleased with the empty forms of the 

religious elite, for they had ceased to follow God long ago, and the disciples needed to 

understand that they, and not the Pharisees, were the ones who would one day show the world 

how to follow God’s ways. 

 

Strange Bedfellows 

The Pharisees and Sadducees came to Jesus and tested him by asking him to show them a 

sign from heaven. 

He replied, “When evening comes, you say, ‘It will be fair weather, for the sky is red,’ and in the 

morning, ‘Today it will be stormy, for the sky is red and overcast.’ You know how to interpret the 

appearance of the sky, but you cannot interpret the signs of the times. A wicked and adulterous 

generation looks for a sign, but none will be given it except the sign of Jonah.” Jesus then left 

them and went away. 

Matthew 16:1-4 

The Pharisees and the Sadducees were bitter rivals, and for these two groups to work together 

against Jesus is a bad sign. They came to Him demanding a sign from heaven to confirm His 

authority to preach, as though they didn’t already know about the miracles and signs He has 

provided. Can anyone be foolish enough to think that if Jesus performed one more miracle, 

these groups would change their minds about Him? 

Of course not, they’d just demand another sign! 

Apparently both groups saw Jesus as a serious threat; so serious in fact, that they were willing 

to stop fighting each other to team up against Jesus. 

Jesus isn’t giving them a sign. Of all of the people of Israel, both the Pharisees and the 

Sadducees should have knowm who He was, and my guess is that they did know who He was. 

There would only be one sign for their wicked generation, the sign of Jonah. 

Jesus used this same language in chapter 12, and here is the explanation: 

Then some of the Pharisees and teachers of the law said to him, “Teacher, we want to see a 

sign from you.” 

He answered, “A wicked and adulterous generation asks for a sign! But none will be given it 

except the sign of the prophet Jonah. For as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly 
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of a huge fish, so the Son of Man will be three days and three nights in the heart of the 

earth. The men of Nineveh will stand up at the judgment with this generation and condemn it; for 

they repented at the preaching of Jonah, and now something greater than Jonah is here. 

Matthew 12:39-41 

 

Jesus has performed many miracles for those who had faith in Him; for those who refuse, there 

will be only one sign: He will rise from the dead, and that is their only chance to respond. Jesus 

is not going to play their games. 

Of course He has more to say in the next section… 

 

Pharisees, Sadducees and… yeast?  

Matthew 16:5-12 

After the scene in which the Pharisees and Sadducees set aside their contempt for one another 

to attempt to trick Jesus into offering a sign, Jesus and His disciples once again head off across 

the lake. This time, the disciples forgot to bring the bread along; they have nothing to eat. 

Randomly it would appear, Jesus told them to “be on your guard against the yeast of the 

Pharisees and Sadducees.” 

The disciples, thought this remark was a reference to their having forgotten the bread, but Jesus 

seldom concerned Himself with such details. Reminding them of the manner in which He fed the 

five thousand and the four thousand, He wonders why they are thinking about bread; He was 

warning them against the teachings of the religious leaders. In a sense, He was summing up in 

one line the lesson He has been trying to teach them since chapter 14. By the end of this brief 

passage, they get it: Beware the teaching of the Pharisees and Sadducees. 

I have an editorial decision to make at this juncture: Should I remember that I’m a theology 

professor and launch into a discussion of the theological and apocalyptic significance of yeast in 

Scripture… or just keep it simple and real? 

Let’s just keep it real; Jesus knew that like all good Jews of that time, His disciples feared their 

religious leaders and consequently there was a very real danger that they would be swayed by 

their teachings, or at least intimidated by their teachings. In a sense, these leaders were much 

like our “politically correct” leaders of the present day who insist that everyone either agree with 

them on every issue at all times in public and private, or at least that we never voice a 

disagreement. To do so is to incur wrath, persecution and ridicule.  

There is nothing new under the sun. 

Knowing that He would be handing the baton off to the disciples soon, Jesus set about to teach 

them, 1) to have no fear of the religious leaders, and 2) to reject entirely the things they taught, 

for 3) the disciples would soon become the real teachers about the things of God. 
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By the end of this passage, they comprehended what He was talking about, but did they 

comprehend the mission yet?  

We are about to find that out… 

 

 “Who do you say that I am?” 

Matthew 16:13-20 

Jesus and the disciples came to the region of Caesarea Philippi where Jesus asked them who 

people were saying that He was. They responded with several things He was being called. Then 

Jesus asked them a fateful question: “Who do you say I am?” 

It was Simon who responded for the group: 

“You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.” (16:16) 

That was it, the missing piece of the “who is this guy” puzzle: He was the Son of God (14:33) 

and now they have seen that He is also the Messiah.  

Throughout this section, Jesus has been intent to educate the disciples on His true identity, to 

educate them concerning the Kingdom of heaven, and to teach them about His true mission. 

They have come a very long way indeed, but there is still much for them to learn, and so in 

verse 20 Jesus tells them not to discuss this Messiah business with others, at least not yet. As 

we will come to see, they aren’t yet ready to tell people He is the Messiah, because they do not 

yet know what the nature of His messianic mission is, for if they went out at that moment telling 

people He was the Messiah, it is very likely that they would, along with everyone else, think He 

was there to destroy the Roman occupation and restore Israel to its place as a powerful Nation 

among the nations of this world.  

Jesus is on a very different mission. 

Yet Jesus congratulates Simon on his insight, revealed as it was by none other than God 

Himself (16:17). Their recognition of Jesus as both Son of God and Messiah was a game-

changer, for with this knowledge in hand, everything would be different, both for the disciples 

and for the world in general, as verses 18 -19 indicate, yet these two verses may well be the 

most controversial two verses in the entire Bible… and doesn’t that just figure! 

The very simple version is this: In recognition of his statement, Jesus changed Simon’s name to 

“Peter” which in Greek means “rock”, and on “this” rock, Jesus would build His church, but then 

is the “rock” Peter personally or is it the acknowledgement that Jesus was “the Messiah, the 

Son of the living God.” This question is battleground number 1. 

Peter would be given the “keys of the Kingdom” and “whatever you bind on earth will be bound 

in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.” This is battleground 

number 2. 
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For now, I will just leave this as a game changing moment. In the next post, I will remind myself 

that I am a theology professor, and we’ll tackle 16:18-19; this one may not be for the faint of 

heart… see you then! 

 

Matthew 16:18-19; a closer look, part 1 

Jesus replied, “Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah, for this was not revealed to you by flesh 

and blood, but by my Father in heaven. And I tell you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will 

build my church, and the gates of Hades will not overcome it. I will give you the keys of the 

kingdom of heaven; whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you 

loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.” Then he ordered his disciples not to tell anyone that he 

was the Messiah. 

Matthew 16:17-20 

I’ve mentioned this before, but I think this is a good place to do so again: I don’t write this blog 

for theologians and scholars; it isn’t very “academic”. There are many wonderful blogs written 

for and by scholars and academics, and I doubt that one more is really needed; no sir, I write 

this for “regular” folks. Consequently, I avoid whenever possible, discussions of grammar and 

foreign languages that is fascinating to some, and quite confusing to the rest. I try to make the 

Scriptures clear and come alive for anyone who reads these posts, and I leave the academics to 

others, not that there is anything wrong with the academics; it’s just that they sometimes give 

way more information than is strictly needed for comprehension. To be sure, the style in which I 

write most of these posts is not the way I approached these texts as a professor in teaching 

seminary… but this isn’t seminary! 

To a certain extent, this post will be an exception to my editorial norm, because in covering 

16:18-19, there is little true comprehension of Jesus’ meaning, without some academics, but I 

will try to use them only as much as necessary, and not so much that your head will spin… 

Our journey begins with the matter of Peter himself, and to understand his position in this text, 

we really need to avoid either of two extremes, and please understand that I intend neither 

disrespect nor offense to holders of either: On the one hand Roman Catholicism has read into 

these verses an elaborate doctrine of Papal succession and infallibility based upon a supposed 

investiture of Peter with exclusive authority and status. Protestants, on the other hand, in 

reaction have downplayed Peter’s central role, viewing him instead as either “just another 

disciple” or a being representative of all of the disciples. Setting both of the extremes aside for a 

moment, it is difficult for us to ignore the intensely personal way that Jesus addresses him in 

these verses. After Peter’s statement concerning Christ’s identity, Jesus uses the personal 

pronoun “you” no fewer than six times. In the process, Jesus even changes his name from 

Simon to Peter. You may also note the play on words between Jesus’ use of “you are” (sy eimi) 

in verse 18 with Peter’s use of the same words in verse 16 (“You are the Messiah, the Son of 

the living God.”). Do you see it? “You are the Messiah…”; “you are the rock…”. 
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Scholars like to argue this point because in the Greek, the word for rock (petra) is feminine, but 

the word used for Peter has been made masculine to become a man’s name (Petros) and the 

result of this argument is that Peter cannot have been the “rock” upon which the church was 

built. I will admit that I have taught this way myself… until I considered one little detail, which 

really messed things up for me: Jesus was speaking Aramaic, not Greek. 

In Aramaic, the word (kepha) in both cases, as in English, is the same gender. (You are kepha 

and on this kepha…) Thus, on Peter Jesus will build His “church”. This is the first time Matthew 

has used this word (ekklesia) and much has been made about Jesus building “The Church” 

upon Peter. What we must consider is the fact that ekklesia does not mean an organization, 

hierarchy or international headquarters; it simply means “assembly” or “community.”  

What I take away from this is that Jesus is going to build His church (assembly/community) 

around Peter’s leadership, and if you skip ahead to Acts, that is exactly what happened. Peter 

was an apostle among other apostles, he held no office and he claimed nothing more than his 

apostleship, like the others. Yet we cannot miss the fact that he stepped forward and led the 

others during the crucial formative period of the church in Jerusalem.  

The concept of “building” God’s church upon a foundation of rock comes from the idea that the 

people of God are a temple or a “house”; in the New Testament that “house” is called the 

“church”.  Thus, what we have here is a paradigm shift, from God dwelling with His people in the 

Temple, to God dwelling with His people in the Church; we do not have God establishing an 

institution on Peter’s shoulders. 

After assuring Peter of his important role in building the church, Jesus goes one more step and 

assures him that “the gates of Hades” will not overcome it. The gates of Hades represent death; 

death will not overcome the church in the battles ahead, for the victory of God’s people over sin, 

evil and death is assured, and when the end of this world comes, the church of Jesus Christ will 

stand supreme. 

  

Next time, I will complete this discussion when we take a look at “binding” and “loosing”; see 

you then. 

 

Matthew 16:18-19; a closer look, part 2 

I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven; whatever you bind on earth will be bound in 

heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven. 

Matthew 16:19 

Peter was to be given “the keys of the Kingdom of heaven” a sign of great authority (cf. Isa. 

22:22; Rev. 3:7, 9:1. 10:1) yet nothing about this tells us that Peter will determine who enters 

and who does not. Thus, when you “die and go to heaven” you probably won’t find old Peter 

sitting at the gate with a clipboard. The term “kingdom” refers always to God who reigns actively 
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over His people, and the term “church” refers to the people over whom God reigns. At no time, 

does Peter, or anyone else reign over the Kingdom. 

With that said, there is still authority being given to Peter in this verse, and it is made very clear 

by Jesus’ reference to “binding” and “loosing”: what is this authority? 

For us to understand these terms, we much first recognize that they have a technical 

background in rabbinical Judaism. They refer to pronouncements given to the people that 

reflected rabbinic interpretations of the Law and what was allowed and what was prohibited by 

the Law concerning matters of conduct. Thus, we should not understand these terms to suggest 

that Peter, or anyone else, would be able to allow or prohibit an individual from participation in 

the Christian community, for “whatever” does not refer to a person, but to a thing. Clearly, then, 

Peter, and later the other disciples as well (18:17-18) were given the authority to determine 

which practices would be, and would not be permissible in light of God’s reign over the church. 

This did not give Peter or anyone else the authority to make arbitrary and capricious decrees, 

instead they would bring instruction concerning God’s will to the people, in much the same way 

as a preacher will teach his congregation about what is or isn’t appropriate personal conduct in 

our time, based upon the instruction of the Scriptures  remember, the early church did not yet 

have the teaching of the New Testament. 

In the early church, the people recognized the authority of the apostles as they “devoted 

themselves to the apostles’ teaching” (Acts 2:42). In this way, we can state authoritatively that 

“God’s household (was) built on the foundation of the apostles…” (Eph. 2:19-20), and in this, 

Peter played the critical leadership role in the early church, as we see in Acts 1-12. 

 

From that time on… 

As Matthew continues with his narrative, he uses several times the phrase, “From that time on 

Jesus began…” You may recall that in 4:17 the phrase marked the beginning of Jesus ministry 

in Galilee, but here in Matthew 16:21, it signals the beginning of Hs journey to Jerusalem and 

eventual sacrifice on the cross. In fact, we are entering a new phase in which Jesus moves on 

from educating His disciples concerning His identity to educating them concerning His 

messianic mission (16:21- 20:34). In this new section, Jesus will be showing His disciples that 

He must suffer and die in humble submission to God’s will. 

Prior to this time, it would appear that Jesus has withdrawn from danger (cf. 12:15; 14:13; 

15:21; 16:4). As we continue, we will see Jesus moving inexorably toward the cross. As in the 

previous section, the disciples will be in every scene, and they will be the primary focus of His 

teaching, as He teaches them that they must set self aside and live in humble submission to the 

will of God, even unto death; in all things, they will learn to trust God and God alone. 

We will pick up in verses 21-28, as Jesus predicts his death, when we get back together next 

time; see you then. 
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The Messiah’s Mission 

From that time on Jesus began to explain to his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and 

suffer many things at the hands of the elders, the chief priests and the teachers of the law, and 

that he must be killed and on the third day be raised to life. 

Matthew 16:21 

We begin the long road to Jerusalem with these words of Jesus; from here on, the mission of 

the Messiah is the focus as Jesus tries to make His disciples understand what it means for Him 

to complete His messianic mission. He has not come to save Israel from the Romans and to 

restore it to its glory days as a great nation; He has come to save Mankind and establish an 

entirely different kind of kingdom. 

Peter, after his mountaintop moment of divine revelation comes crashing back to earth, for he 

does not yet see what the mission is:  “Never, Lord!” he said. “This shall never happen to you!” 

(16:22b). Jesus’ response is swift and sure: “Get behind me Satan” (16:23). Peter’s expression 

of love was based upon purely human concerns; he didn’t want Jesus to have to suffer and die 

at the hands of the authorities, which is natural enough, but if his wishes were to come to pass, 

they would thwart entirely the eternal purposes of God. 

This section will prove to be a lesson in counter-intuitive though processes, and thus we need to 

pay special attention, for our thought processes, like those of Peter, tend toward human 

understanding and desires. 

Then Jesus said to his disciples, “Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny themselves and 

take up their cross and follow me. For whoever wants to save their life will lose it, but whoever 

loses their life for me will find it.  What good will it be for someone to gain the whole world, yet 

forfeit their soul? Or what can anyone give in exchange for their soul? For the Son of Man is 

going to come in his Father’s glory with his angels, and then he will reward each person 

according to what they have done. (16:24-27) 

This paragraph is marked by a contrast between the human will and perception, and the divine 

will and perception, much as in Paul’s “flesh versus spirit” passages. We must deny ourselves, 

take up our crosses and follow Jesus, much as Paul would say that we must put the “old man” 

aside and live according to the Spirit. We may “find” our lives, and thus lose them by finding our 

human, earthly selves and live according to the ways of this world, or we may lose that life, and 

find eternal life with Christ; which will it be? To follow Jesus is to set aside the purely human and 

physical and take up a higher, heavenly calling based upon our hope for that which is unseen, 

and is thus counter-intuitive. Yet, Jesus had one more point to offer in this regard: 

“Truly I tell you, some who are standing here will not taste death before they see the Son of Man 

coming in his kingdom.” (16:28) 

It is my rather peculiar duty to point out that this verse is actually a controversial one in many 

quarters, for there are commentators who actually say that this verse is intended for our time, 

and refers to the Second Coming. Obviously, if one actually reads it, there is no way to assert 
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anything other than the fact that Jesus was speaking of the Twelve who were right there 

listening to Him. Eleven of them would see the coming of the Kingdom at Pentecost  in fact 

they would participate in the coming of the Kingdom on that day, and so the Kingdom has been 

with us ever since. 

 

You don’t see this every day! 

Matthew 17:1-13 

Just a few days after Peter’s confession that Jesus is “the Messiah, the Son of the living God” 

and Jesus’ prediction of His death, we have a scene that is unusual to say the least when Jesus 

takes three disciples, Peter, James and John up a “high mountain” where a conference of sorts 

is about to take place. I think I’ll let others argue about why Jesus only took these three with Him 

that day, and I’ll let others speculate on which mountain they ascended; I’ll assume that since 

Matthew didn’t tell us, that it probably doesn’t matter. What Matthew did tell us is quite enough 

to keep us busy… 

There they were at the top of the mountain when suddenly Jesus was revealed in His 

transcendent glory, and was joined by two other figures that Matthew identifies as Moses and 

Elijah. As the three of them spoke, Peter offers to build shelters for each of them, a sign of high 

respect. In a sense, this would seem to equate them as equals, but note that he said “if you 

wish” which would seem to indicate Peter’s recognition that of the three, Jesus was the greatest. 

But Jesus was not the one who responded, for suddenly there was a “bright cloud” that covered 

them and the voice of Almighty God spoke: 

“This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased. Listen to him!” (17:5) 

Later, Jesus would say that the Law and the Prophets speak of Him, and here we have Jesus 

alongside Moses, the lawgiver, the author of the books of the Law with Elijah, the great prophet 

of God… and the voice of God Himself telling the disciples to listen to Jesus. 

The message is hard to miss: There would be no need for shelters for Moses and Elijah, for 

Jesus was the fulfillment of all the Law and Prophets; their time was coming to a close, and 

Jesus would make all things new  the disciples were justifiably terrified. 

Jesus came and touched them saying “Get up” and “don’t be afraid”. Moses and Elijah were 

gone. 

On their way back down the mountain, Jesus instructed them not to tell anyone what they had 

seen until after the resurrection, and then they asked Him a question: “Why then do the 

teachers of the law say that Elijah must come first?” (17:10). He gives them an interesting reply 

in 17:11-12 that came down to one thing: Elijah had come, and the teachers of the law simply 

had not chosen to believe him, and he had been murdered in Herod’s jail. 



94 
 

I really don’t see what I can add to Matthew’s account of this scene, except to say that being a 

disciple of Jesus in those days would have been a very interesting job! 

 

When they came to the crowd… 

When they came to the crowd, a man approached Jesus and knelt before him. “Lord, have 

mercy on my son,” he said. “He has seizures and is suffering greatly. He often falls into the fire 

or into the water. I brought him to your disciples, but they could not heal him.” 

“You unbelieving and perverse generation,” Jesus replied, “how long shall I stay with you? How 

long shall I put up with you? Bring the boy here to me.” Jesus rebuked the demon, and it came 

out of the boy, and he was healed at that moment. 

Then the disciples came to Jesus in private and asked, “Why couldn’t we drive it out?” 

He replied, “Because you have so little faith. Truly I tell you, if you have faith as small as a 

mustard seed, you can say to this mountain, ‘Move from here to there,’ and it will move. Nothing 

will be impossible for you.” 

Matthew 17:14-21 

There are many parallels between Matthew’s account of the transfiguration and Moses’ account 

of his encounter with God on Mt. Sinai, and this scene following the return of Jesus and the 

three disciples from their mountaintop experience is one of them that may remind us of what 

Moses found after his return to the camp when he came down from Sinai in Exodus 32. Moses 

found a rebellious and idolatrous people; Jesus found an “unbelieving and perverse generation”. 

He was approached by a man who was begging for deliverance for his poor son who as it turns 

out, was possessed by a demon. The disciples had attempted to deal with the demon, possibly 

the nine who did not accompany Jesus up the mountain, Matthew doesn’t make this clear, but in 

any case, they had been unable to deal with it.  

Jesus drove out the demon immediately. 

Previously I’ve pointed out that in this section, the disciples are the ones who Jesus is teaching, 

certainly they are His principle focus, and we see that clearly in this passage. In verse 11 He 

addressed the people around Him in general terms, maybe even showing a slight amount of 

frustration, but the real lesson isn’t His rebuke of the demon or of His generalized remarks in 

verse 11, but what follows in private with His disciples beginning in verse 20. That scene is set 

by the disciples’ question in 17:19: Why couldn’t they drive that demon out? 

Fair question, they’ve been handling demons for some time now. 

Jesus responds in very simple terms: “because you have so little faith.” 

He goes on to add that if they have faith as small as a mustard seed, they can order a mountain 

to move, and it will move, for with a little faith, nothing will be impossible. You know what 
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everyone says at this point: Mustard seeds are the smallest of seeds and they produce the 

largest of plants, so if you only have a little faith, you can do great things; Jesus has made that 

point earlier in Matthew’s narrative, and yet, here we are again; can the disciples be so dull, or 

is there something we have missed? 

This is the point where we must make a shift in our focus, a shift from systematic theology into 

applied theology (if you like the academic terms). Are you ready? 

First, here’s a question: Are you a follower of Jesus Christ? 

If your answer is “yes” then here’s the next question: Are you His disciple?  

(Hint: if you answered “yes” to the first question, then your answer to the second needs to be 

“yes” as well.) 

So, if you are His follower, then you are His disciple, and like the original 12, you (and I) are in 

training, “at the feet of the Master” so to speak. Take verse 20 out of the abstract and historical 

(i.e. Jesus once said this to the Twelve) and think of it as Jesus sitting there with you saying this 

same thing to YOU. So, let’s look at the verse again: Here we are you, me and Jesus sitting 

around the kitchen table. We ask the question (verse 19) and He says: 

“Don and (your name), it’s because you have so little faith. Truly I tell you, if you have faith as 

small as a mustard seed, you can say to this mountain, ‘Move from here to there,’ and it will 

move. Nothing will be impossible for you.” 

Does it look different now? 

Have you ever prayed for someone’s healing, for example, and had a little voice in the back of 

your mind saying something like “he’s not going to be healed”? If so, may I be the one to point 

that that isn’t “little faith”, that is NO faith at all. 

You, and I right along with you, may well wonder how we get past that little voice of doubt in the 

back of our minds…. 

Well, stay tuned, because we are now in school with Matthew, Andrew, Thomas and the whole 

gang, as Jesus teaches us how to follow Him and truly become His disciple, and from this point 

on, we are in the crucial part of that instruction. 

  

Another Prediction of Death 

When they came together in Galilee, he said to them, “The Son of Man is going to be delivered 

into the hands of men. They will kill him, and on the third day he will be raised to life.” And the 

disciples were filled with grief. 

Matthew 17:22-23 
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Jesus is determined to make His disciples understand His mission, which is to die for the 

redemption of Mankind, a concept that would have been a hard one for the disciples to grasp. 

Jewish men were not accustomed to thinking of their God, the God of Abraham, Isaac and 

Jacob, as a God who would want to redeem the Gentiles, for this went against the customs and 

traditions of their culture and community. To put it in modern terms, it was “radical”. 

It was radical for another reason: Jesus was the Son of God; how could He be killed by mere 

men? How could God allow such a thing? I’m going to go out on a limb and suggest that this is 

the reason Jesus kept on bringing it up; it was hard for the disciples to fathom, especially for 

Peter, James and John would had witnessed the transfiguration. 

Just think about it; the Son of God, the long awaited Messiah, the one whose supremacy was 

demonstrated so dramatically on the mountain by none other than Almighty God Himself, the 

one who had done all the miracles, the one who has the faith that can move mountains was 

going to be delivered into the hands of men who will kill Him… how can that be? 

The disciples were filled with grief... as well they should be. 

Do you see what they were missing? 

Yes, that’s right; they were filled with grief because Jesus would be killed. They were apparently 

so filled with grief (and shock) that they weren’t listening to “and on the third day he will be 

raised to life” They were not yet ready to realize that Jesus was going to the cross, but that was 

not a sign of weakness, it was a sign of faith that moves mountains. It was not a defeat, but the 

victory that would change the entire cosmos forever. 

 

An Odd Little Story  

After Jesus and his disciples arrived in Capernaum, the collectors of the two-drachma temple 

tax came to Peter and asked, “Doesn’t your teacher pay the temple tax?” 

“Yes, he does,” he replied. 

When Peter came into the house, Jesus was the first to speak. “What do you think, Simon?” he 

asked. “From whom do the kings of the earth collect duty and taxes—from their own children or 

from others?” 

“From others,” Peter answered. 

“Then the children are exempt,” Jesus said to him. “But so that we may not cause offense, go to 

the lake and throw out your line. Take the first fish you catch; open its mouth and you will find a 

four-drachma coin. Take it and give it to them for my tax and yours.” 

Matthew 17:24-27 

Considering what is going on in this section where Jesus is trying to teach the disciples about 

His mission as Messiah, a subject that leads to His death on the cross, one might think of 
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Matthew’s inclusion of this little anecdote as being rather odd; it doesn’t seem to “belong” at this 

point in the narrative.  

Or does it? 

So far, Jesus has predicted His own death at the hands of the authorities twice. Yet in each 

case, He has included reference to the resurrection and the disciples seem to have missed it. 

He has been alluding to the redemption of Mankind, but they haven’t followed up with questions 

about that yet. His identity is known to them, and three of them are aware that He is the 

fulfillment of the Law and Prophets, and they have heard that directly from the Father. Yet there 

is another element to His mission, an element that on the one hand makes its completion 

possible, and on the other hand is one that should mark the life of a disciple; that element is the 

denial of self. After all, would anyone claim that allowing Himself to be nailed to a cross was a 

self-centered thing to do on a Friday morning? 

In our text, notice two things: First, that Jesus makes a pretty good case that He does not need 

to pay temple tax; He is God’s Son for heaven’s sake! Nevertheless, there really isn’t any point 

to making a big deal about it; it’s a trivial matter… and this is the second point… a needless 

argument to “get out of it” would be a distraction from His mission, and so He sends Peter the 

fisherman out to fish. 

Over the years, I’ve listened as quite a few Christians go on about how nobody is going to take 

advantage of them, about how they “don’t have to” do this or that. Often they had valid points, 

but in no case were they making disciples or building up the Body of Christ while they were busy 

asserting their “rights”, and it would appear that Jesus didn’t waste His time with such things, for 

He was on a mission.  

  

The Greatest in the Kingdom 

At that time the disciples came to Jesus and asked, “Who, then, is the greatest in the kingdom 

of heaven?” 

He called a little child to him, and placed the child among them. And he said: “Truly I tell you, 

unless you change and become like little children, you will never enter the kingdom of 

heaven. Therefore, whoever takes the lowly position of this child is the greatest in the kingdom 

of heaven. And whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me. 

Matthew 18:1-5 

Considering the last scene about the temple tax, Matthew’s thinking becomes clearer as to why 

he included that particular anecdote, for Jesus and the disciples now move squarely into the 

subject of self and selfless. It would seem that to be the greatest in the Kingdom, we should 

consider leaving high offices, fancy costumes and worldly displays of our greatness behind. 

I’m guessing that the disciples might have been hoping to hear Jesus mention their names 

when they asked this question, but the answer they received to their question was quite 

different; they needed to become like little children. 
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For a little bit of perspective, let’s remind ourselves that this scene took place long before 

children had “rights”, long before any parent was likely to let a child run the show, long before 

people were concerned about a child’s “self esteem”, when children did what they were told, 

kept quiet in the presence of adults, and worked hard around the house or the farm. 

Don’t leave unpleasant comments on this score; I’m only reporting how it was in those days… 

A child had no office, position, rights or say in anything, and according to Jesus, we must be like 

that to enter the Kingdom of heaven. With that in mind, a child is also innocent, and capable of 

great faith with few of the questions and struggles that adults often have to deal with today. 

When you put it all together, the greatest in the Kingdom is the one who will put self aside to 

serve God’s purpose in faith, by serving the needs of others. 

 

Careful! 

“If anyone causes one of these little ones—those who believe in me—to stumble, it would be 

better for them to have a large millstone hung around their neck and to be drowned in the 

depths of the sea. Woe to the world because of the things that cause people to stumble! Such 

things must come, but woe to the person through whom they come! If your hand or your foot 

causes you to stumble, cut it off and throw it away. It is better for you to enter life maimed or 

crippled than to have two hands or two feet and be thrown into eternal fire. And if your eye 

causes you to stumble, gouge it out and throw it away. It is better for you to enter life with one 

eye than to have two eyes and be thrown into the fire of hell. 

Matthew 18:6-9 

Be careful  this passage isn’t hanging out there all by itself; the scene has not changed from 

18:1-5, this is Jesus continuing to speak to their question of who will be the greatest in the 

Kingdom. In case you missed the last section, they asked the question and Jesus called for a 

little child to join them and told the disciples that unless they become like that little child they 

cannot enter the Kingdom, and then He goes on to say the words in our passage above. Thus, 

the “little ones” are those who have become like a little child so they could enter the Kingdom. 

It would also do us well to recall the larger context in which Jesus is trying to teach the disciples 

about His messianic mission, which was to die for the redemption of Mankind, and how His 

example would be one of selfless devotion to the will of God, setting self and selfish motives 

aside completely in doing so, and of course by extension, He is telling them that they should do 

the same. With all of this in mind, read the verses again, and they are easy to understand… 

OK, you’ve got me; it is easy to understand if you realize that He was using just a touch of 

hyperbole. 

A person in the Kingdom who sets self-centered motives aside to serve God may well appear to 

be weak in the eyes of this world, but this world would be mistaken, for such a person is acting 

with the strength of God, which is quite different than the world’s strength. Such a person may 

try to cause the “little one” to stumble along the way, and they may well succeed, but in doing 
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so, they will encounter the very wrath of God in the process, and things will become dire for 

them in the end.  

If we, the “little ones” should find that anything in our lives causes us to stumble, then it is to our 

great benefit to cut that thing off from our lives, even if that would seem to be a great loss, even 

if that seems to be very painful or difficult, and it is here that Jesus uses the hyperbole of body 

parts. Of course He is not teaching the disciples to mutilate themselves! He is trying to make His 

point, and this is not the only place He uses hyperbole in doing so. What is His point? “Self” has 

got to go! 

 

Wandering Sheep 

“See that you do not despise one of these little ones. For I tell you that their angels in heaven 

always see the face of my Father in heaven. 

“What do you think? If a man owns a hundred sheep, and one of them wanders away, will he 

not leave the ninety-nine on the hills and go to look for the one that wandered off? And if he 

finds it, truly I tell you, he is happier about that one sheep than about the ninety-nine that did not 

wander off. In the same way your Father in heaven is not willing that any of these little ones 

should perish. 

Matthew 18:10-14 

When we left off last time, Jesus was using a little child as an illustration of the greatest citizen 

of the Kingdom of heaven; in this passage, the “little one” transitions into the metaphor of sheep 

which represents someone in the Kingdom. Verse 10 is the transitional verse; we must not 

disdain or “despise” one of these “little ones”. 

What this means is that we must never have an attitude that would devalue anyone, for they are 

precious, sacred really, in God’s sight. The reason given is that they have an angel in heaven 

with direct access to the Father. Unfortunately, this concept isn’t developed here into a 

“doctrine” and we are left to figure out exactly what Jesus was referring to, and the result is that 

there are many ideas on this subject. The old Jewish tradition has a complex doctrine on 

angels; angels are directly associated with the nation of Israel. In the New Testament, angels 

are associated with individual churches in Revelation 2-3, and are referred to as “ministering 

spirits” by the author of Hebrews. This particular verse (18:10) is the one cited by those who 

believe in the concept of “guardian angels”. However you might view this, one thing is certainly 

clear; if we devalue our brother or sister, our action will come to the attention of the Father in 

heaven. 

Jesus goes on in the remaining verses to underscore this using the metaphor of a shepherd and 

a wandering sheep. In the parable, a sheep wanders off from the flock, and the shepherd leaves 

the flock to find the lost sheep. When he finds the sheep he is filled with joy for the lost sheep, 

having more joy over finding the lost sheep than he does for the remainder that didn’t wander 

off.  The message is clear enough; God does not want a single one of His children to perish, 

and He is concerned with even the least of His children. If we are the cause of another to fall 

away or wander from the “flock” God will not be amused. 
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On a practical level, there is quite a lot for us to think about here, in fact, there is some sober 

reflection that we should engage in on this subject. Do we treat our brother or sister as sacred? 

Are we attentive when they are hurting? Do we demand that others agree with us on every 

issue? Do we pass judgment on the circumstances of others as a means to avoid reaching out 

to them? 

I suppose that we can add quite a few questions to this list of things we should ask ourselves, 

but the bottom line is: Do we treat others as God’s sacred “little ones”? 

 

Dealing with “Issues” 

“If your brother or sister sins, go and point out their fault, just between the two of you. If they 

listen to you, you have won them over. But if they will not listen, take one or two others along, so 

that ‘every matter may be established by the testimony of two or three witnesses.’  If they still 

refuse to listen, tell it to the church; and if they refuse to listen even to the church, treat them as 

you would a pagan or a tax collector. 

Matthew 18:15-17 

In the last couple of sections, Jesus has been making the case that we must not cause our 

brother or sister to stumble, using the metaphors of “little ones” and “sheep” to make His point, 

now He moves into the next, rather obvious area for discussion: What happens when one of 

God’s sacred children conducts him or herself in a way that isn’t all that sacred? 

Touchy business. 

If you noticed the NIV footnote, “sins” in verse 15 is “sins against you” in some old manuscripts, 

and I might add that it is “sins against you” in some translations as well. Looking at the overall 

context, it seems to me that it could easily go either way, depending on what we are talking 

about. For instance, if the person in question is a malicious gossip, but they are gossiping about 

you and not me, it would seem that someone needs to take the person aside, before they cause 

great harm in the church community and thus, to the Kingdom itself. Obviously there could be 

many examples of “sin” that is harmful to both individuals and the Kingdom.  

How ever you may view this, the guidance Jesus gives for these delicate and awkward 

situations is a guidance of love, not condemnation. Notice that He says we should take the 

person aside (privately) and speak to them; He didn’t say that we share our observations with 

the world, for wouldn’t that be gossip? OK fine, if you want to be technical, it wouldn’t be gossip 

if we told about something we personally observed, but if it’s good stuff, the person we told is 

going to repeat it, and that is gossip. Gee whiz, we would be the cause of our brother’s stumble, 

wouldn’t we? That is why I called this a “delicate” situation. 

Now, we’ve taken the person aside and spoken to them in loving concern, but they won’t listen; 

maybe they simply tell us that they didn’t do it, then we find another witness, and this is where 

things become really delicate, for how do we do that without gossip or the temptation to gossip? 

In my experience, most people don’t… but some manage, and here’s how they do it. They say 
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nothing, but they remain in proximity to the situation, and sooner or later, a witness is found by 

patient observation. Remember, Jesus is not giving counsel on how to get even with someone; 

He is giving counsel on how to put love into action to restore a person to their relationship with 

God and the community. 

If the person still refuses to repent, then He says we should “take it to the church”. In my mind, 

that means that we take the situation to the leadership of the church, not to make a public 

accusation; at least we take it to someone who is mature enough in the faith so as not to cause 

more damage to anyone. I realize that many people and church traditions may view this 

differently than I do, and that’s fine, I’ll not argue with them, this is my opinion only, but here is 

why I think this way; it’s in the next verse: 

Truly I tell you, whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on 

earth will be loosed in heaven. (18:18) 

This is where Jesus repeats these words that He had previously directed only to Peter; now He 

addresses them to all of the disciples, the ones who would be the leadership of the church after 

Pentecost. As I see it, this principle gives a great responsibility to the leaders of the church, not 

necessarily to the flock itself. Instead, the leadership of the church (and when I say that, I am 

referring to the leadership of the local congregation) has the responsibility to lead in a way that 

is in the best interests of everyone as they build the Body. It is not for them to justify “lining their 

own pockets”. 

Finally, if we can’t get any results from these steps then we treat the person as a pagan or tax 

collector. The question is, how are we supposed to treat them? If Jesus is our example, He 

treated them as those who needed to hear the Gospel, the ones for whom He died; I’ve not 

actually seen an instance in Scripture of Jesus throwing them out into the street; have you? 

In my view, this passage is one that requires maturity and wisdom, for Jesus has given us a 

principle without specifics as to the nature of the “sins” in question. Some things are obvious, 

others are subtle, and it takes maturity and wisdom to recognize the way forward. Even if you 

have both wisdom and spiritual maturity, it is a very good idea to run this kind of situation past 

another person you respect and trust, without mentioning names, before you jump to any 

conclusions. 

 “Again, truly I tell you that if two of you on earth agree about anything they ask for, it will be 

done for them by my Father in heaven. For where two or three gather in my name, there am I 

with them.” 

Matthew 18:19-20 

Context is a tricky thing; come to think of it, it can also be inconvenient. 

I wouldn’t mind too much if I were able to report to you that if 2 or 3 of us come together and 

agree that God should provide each of us with 10 million dollars tax-free, that Jesus has 

promised to do so, but sorry, Jesus has done nothing of the kind! 

Of course, that hasn’t stopped people from teaching it that way… 
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Jesus is re-enforcing His remark in 18:18 about loosing and binding. His context is the 

discussion of how to handle issues relating to sin in the church so as to restore people to their 

healthy relationship both with God and the community of believers. We need also recall that He 

is speaking to the disciples, who He is in the process of training to lead the early church; He is 

not making a blanket statement for everyone, in my view. 

As I mentioned earlier, dealing with sin in the church is not an easy business, and it requires 

wisdom, spiritual maturity, and prayerful reflection, for without these things, we tend to give a 

knee jerk reaction that doesn’t seek to restore the offending party, but instead seeks merely to 

punish them. Punishing is clearly not what Jesus is teaching.  

With all that I have said in these two posts, I should add something here: Having been in church 

leadership for more years than I like to count, I realize quite fully that there are situations in 

which the sin that a person is engaged in brings danger to the congregation; an obvious 

example would be someone working with children who has sinned in a way that violates a child, 

or a man in church leadership who has been known to become involved with women who are 

not his wife… I’m sure you can think of other examples. A leader would tend to disqualify 

himself from a leadership role in such a case, a person with such a history shouldn’t work 

anywhere around children, any more than a recovering alcoholic should take a job as a 

bartender. In such cases, and I sincerely hope that you never have to deal with this sort of thing; 

we must concern ourselves with the safety of the flock, and the redemption of the offender; we 

cannot do so without wisdom, spiritual maturity, and the guidance of the Holy Spirit, and in these 

verses, Jesus is promising to do His part. 

In the next passage, Jesus continues to re-enforce this theme with a parable; you won’t want to 

miss it! 

 

More Dealing with “Issues” 

Matthew 18:21-35 

In our discussion of 18:15-20, we have seen that Jesus taught the disciples about handling sin 

in the church, as we have gone through this, I was struck, as I always am, that there is one word 

that is notable for its absence: Forgiveness. Jesus didn’t use it, but Peter picked up on the fact 

that forgiveness is at the very heart of the discussion, and that prompted a question (as well it 

should have): 

Then Peter came to Jesus and asked, “Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother or sister 

who sins against me? Up to seven times?” (18:21) 

This is such a familiar passage; we love to quote it, and teach it, but what is the context? 

Jesus was teaching about sin in the church; “church discipline” as many like to call it, and in 

answer to Peter’s question, He tells Peter that he should forgive then 490 times, essentially, as 

many times as it takes to restore that person. 
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Funny thing, I can’t recall ever hearing that in sermons on “church discipline”, have you? 

Of course you know that this is followed by the parable of the “unmerciful servant” who was 

forgiven a very great debt by his master, and then sent his fellow servant to prison over a very 

small debt. When the master found out, he had the unmerciful servant tortured until he paid his 

big debt in full, for the master had forgiven his servant, and expected the servant to do likewise. 

Do I really need to say any more? Here are Jesus’ final words on the subject: 

“This is how my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you forgive your brother or sister 

from your heart.” (18:35) 

Yes, this is still in the “church discipline” context. 

See you next time! 

 

Transition from Galilee to Jerusalem 

Matthew 19-20 

When Jesus had finished saying these things, he left Galilee and went into the region of Judea 

to the other side of the Jordan. Large crowds followed him, and he healed them there.(19:1-2) 

With these two verses, we have a shift of scenes as well as the beginning of the transition from 

Galilee to Jerusalem where Matthew’s narrative will reach its climax. As you will recall, we are in 

a larger section in which Jesus is teaching His disciples about His mission as the Messiah, and 

His mission is much different than they had expected of their Messiah. I thought that we would 

be best served at this point, to look at a summary of the events of chapters 19 and 20 before we 

are caught up in the details, for often we miss the larger picture (not to mention the context) 

because of our expectation and traditional understanding of the details. Of course this is not to 

say that our understanding is wrong, but it may sometimes be slightly incomplete. 

The first thing we must understand is that Jesus is going on the offensive at this point. I’m not 

suggesting that He lacked the initiative in Galilee, but now He is the spiritual equivalent of an 

invading army as He moves into Judea, challenging the very core of the Jewish tradition and 

ethic as it existed at the time. Make no mistake; the Jewish religious authorities will not take this 

assault on their position and authority lying down… and you know what happens after that. 

Jesus’ first move in this match is to radically challenge the conventional values and personal 

rights of all people as He calls for the stabilization and preeminence of marriage, challenging a 

legal system that perpetuated divorce (19:3-9). This challenge seemed very difficult to the 

disciples (19:10), but Jesus insists that for the sake of the Kingdom, some may even be called 

upon to renounce their right to marry (19:11-13). 

Those deemed by society to be weak and helpless, like little children, were not to be 

marginalized or exploited, and He even used them as models for Kingdom living (19:13-15). In a 
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society where a person was highly regarded for their wealth and position, Jesus calls for the 

renunciation of possessions in favor of the higher calling of following Him (19:16-30). He tells 

the parable of the landowner to illustrate this graphically, reversing their values in favor of 

outright generosity (20:1-16). In contrast to the Gentile habit of lording it over others Jesus calls 

upon His disciples to be servants of all, modeling His own sacrificial mission (20:20-38). The 

section closes with Jesus modeling compassion for all of those who cry out in the city (20:29-

34). In this way, we transition into the next section of conflict in Jerusalem, but not before Jesus 

has completed the task of discipling the disciples and making them aware of what sort of 

lifestyle will be required of them when their turn comes to proclaim the Kingdom, and of course 

by extension, He has provided instruction for all future generations of the values that must be 

predominant in the Kingdom in ages to come. 

 

The Pharisees ask Jesus for Marital Advice 

Some Pharisees came to him to test him. They asked, “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his 

wife for any and every reason?” 

“Haven’t you read,” he replied, “that at the beginning the Creator ‘made them male and female,’ 

 and said, ‘For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and 

the two will become one flesh’? So they are no longer two, but one flesh. Therefore what God 

has joined together, let no one separate.” 

“Why then,” they asked, “did Moses command that a man give his wife a certificate of divorce 

and send her away?” 

Jesus replied, “Moses permitted you to divorce your wives because your hearts were hard. But 

it was not this way from the beginning. I tell you that anyone who divorces his wife, except for 

sexual immorality, and marries another woman commits adultery.” 

Matthew 19:3-9 

Jesus has entered into Judea, and the Pharisees come out to “test” Him… and away we go. 

Their test concerns the issue of marriage and divorce. They begin with an interesting question, 

one that can possibly be taken more than one way. Jesus in His reply takes it in a way they 

hadn’t expected, for instead of quoting the Law of Moses, He goes to Genesis instead quoting 

Genesis 1:27 in verse 4, and to Genesis 2:24 in verse 5; it would seem that Jesus placed a 

higher priority on the way marriage was originally intended to be than He did on the compromise 

God made with the fallen state of the people in Deuteronomy 24.  

The Pharisees are all about keeping the Law, and as ironic as it may sound, this was their 

downfall in the end, so they ask Jesus about this in verse 7. (For them, Moses = Law). 

Jesus replies in 19:8-9, with an explanation similar to His teaching on the subject in chapter 5, 

and for more on that, see my comments in that section. Rather than rehashing that here, I hope 

you will concentrate on Jesus and His orientation on the whole issue: He goes right back the 

point in time where God ordained marriage, and not on what came later; even the Law of 
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Moses. While the scholars argue about the details and modern day politics, we can gain an 

amazing insight into Jesus’ mission and ultimate purpose in these verses, for in going back to 

the beginning, mentioning only in answer to their specific question any “exceptions” or 

concessions God may have granted, Jesus tells us about His mission: can you see it? 

Jesus didn’t come with the idea of maintaining the status quo of their day, not even of the Law 

itself, for in His fulfillment of the Law, and establishment of an entirely New Covenant between 

God and His people, Jesus was taking the view that the Kingdom of heaven was not only near 

at hand, but already a reality, with no concession to the sin that He would take away for good. 

Thus, the message in this passage is not about what loopholes there might be in marriage, but 

on how we are to live in the Kingdom. There might be a loophole or escape clause, there might 

be problems in the present evil age, but in its ultimate fulfillment, we will be taken all the way 

back to way things were before sin had entered into the picture, for sin will be entirely done 

away with, along with all evil, and even death itself. 

For us to say that His was an apocalyptic view would be an understatement for certain; certainly 

it is a view filled with hope and good news in that the day will come when all of these problems 

are gone. Yet, here we are, still living in a sinful and wicked world; filled with heartache and 

pain, what do we do in the here and now? Do we take the Pharisees’ viewpoint and debate the 

loopholes, or do we take the view of Christ and do our best to live according to the way God 

intended for us from the beginning? 

Clearly that is a choice each of us should carefully consider. For the disciples, it was also a 

complex and bewildering prospect, and they had questions for Jesus about this. We’ll see the 

questions and answers when we get back together next time! 

 

Jesus, Marriage, and the Disciples’ Reaction 

The disciples said to him, “If this is the situation between a husband and wife, it is better not to 

marry.” 

Jesus replied, “Not everyone can accept this word, but only those to whom it has been 

given. For there are eunuchs who were born that way, and there are eunuchs who have been 

made eunuchs by others—and there are those who choose to live like eunuchs for the sake of 

the kingdom of heaven. The one who can accept this should accept it.” 

Matthew 19:10-12 

After Jesus’ remarks concerning marriage and divorce in 19:3-9, the disciples have questions 

obviously, as do so many others, yet they didn’t ask any of them, instead making the offhand 

remark in verse10, “…it’s better not to marry.” 

Quite a bit has been written about this remark; theories abound, yet what we can be certain 

about is that the disciples assumed that easy divorce was a given, that it was part of the deal so 

to speak. The apparent “taking away” of easy divorce by Jesus in His reply to the Pharisees 

who were attempting to trip Him up would certainly appear to reflect a different teaching for 
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Israel, but we must remember that in this section, everything is arranged to instruct the 

disciples, not necessarily the Pharisees or to make new laws for the people. Caution dear 

reader, please don’t read anything into that statement of mine that I didn’t actually say; Jesus’ 

comments are of importance to us as well. 

In His reply to their remark, Jesus expounds further on his intent, using a eunuch as an 

illustration, as He makes His point clearer. There were eunuchs who were “born eunuchs” as 

well as others who were “made” that way, which is to say that there are some who are by 

physical disability, unable to “become one flesh” in marriage, as well as many in those times 

who were incapacitated so they could serve in a noble’s household; neither would ever marry. 

Then there would be those who would choose to never marry so that they could serve more 

completely the Kingdom of heaven, and Paul comes to mind, as well as Jesus Himself. Some 

can accept this, i.e. “live that way” and some cannot. If a person can live that way, so much the 

better, if not, then they should marry wisely. Again, the teaching of Paul on the subject comes to 

mind. 

This is not to suggest that living a celibate life is somehow more holy than not, but it is to say 

that the priorities of the Kingdom should be preeminent in our lives, and for those who have the 

gift of celibacy, this will be an easier task (cf. 1 Cor. 7:1-7). 

I wonder what the disciples talked about later that day amongst themselves… 

 

Little Children 

Then people brought little children to Jesus for him to place his hands on them and pray for 

them. But the disciples rebuked them. 

Jesus said, “Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of 

heaven belongs to such as these.” When he had placed his hands on them, he went on from 

there. 

Matthew 19:13-15 

There are times when the disciples are quite insightful, when they really “get it”, and then there 

are times when they really seem to miss the point entirely, and this is one of those latter cases. I 

suppose that we should be hesitant to be too critical of them, since I’m sure that each of us is 

probably guilty of missing the point often enough. 

In this brief scene, Jesus is out among the people, and they bring some little children to Him for 

Him to pray over, and the disciples rebuked them. Maybe they thought that Jesus was too busy 

at the time to deal with a bunch of little ones, Matthew doesn’t say, but whatever their reason, it 

would appear that they have missed what Jesus was telling them in 18:5… 

And whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me. 
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Jesus insisted that the little ones be allowed to come to Him, and once again mentions that we 

must be as little children, the powerless, vulnerable and often exploited by this world, to enter 

the Kingdom of heaven. Yes, it would be accurate to say that little children are a metaphor for 

the “citizens” of His Kingdom. I have already commented on this in my remarks on 18:1-5, “The 

Greatest in the Kingdom” so I won’t repeat the whole thing again now, instead, let’s once again 

take a step backward to look at the whole picture. 

We are still in that section of Matthew in which Jesus is educating the disciples, where they are 

the ones in the scene that He is primarily concerned with. Also, in this part of that section, He is 

teaching them the stark difference between His teaching of the Kingdom, and the traditional 

teachings of the Jewish leadership, so isn’t it interesting that this should happen, and isn’t it 

significant that Matthew has included it here? 

I can’t prove this, and I can’t pass it on to you as an established fact, but I can tell you that my 

guess is that Matthew passed this little episode on to us because this is when they began to 

understand His teaching about little children; certainly, it was for the disciples’ education that 

these events took place when they did. 

In the next scene, Jesus has a chat with a rich young man; see you then! 

 

A Wealthy Young Man 

Matthew 19:18-22 

Social conventions and customs are a funny thing; they influence most of us in a way that 

enables us to make sweeping assumptions concerning great truths, even eternal ones, and yet 

those very conventions change often through history. We should take this reality as a warning to 

question the social conventions of our time, and this tale is a case in point. In Jesus’ day, as in 

many other historical periods, it was assumed that most wealthy people were the ones favored 

by God; why else would they be so blessed? Yes, some were not so ethical in their conduct, yet 

many others were good, hard working people, the bedrocks of the community; surely God’s 

favor was upon them! 

What a contrast to those little children in the last scene, those little ones who represented 

vulnerability and humility. Right after Jesus commented about the little ones, a rich young man 

walks up to Him and asks a question: 

Just then a man came up to Jesus and asked, “Teacher, what good thing must I do to get 

eternal life?” (19:18) 

Here’s a guy who appears to have it all, but he apparently believes that he is lacking in the way 

he has led his life; there is an element of humility here that we often overlook. In the dialogue 

that follows, we learn more about this young man: 

Why do you ask me about what is good?” Jesus replied. “There is only One who is good. If you 

want to enter life, keep the commandments.” 
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“Which ones?” he inquired. 

Jesus replied, “‘You shall not murder, you shall not commit adultery, you shall not steal, you 

shall not give false testimony, honor your father and mother,’ and ‘love your neighbor as 

yourself.’” 

“All these I have kept,” the young man said. “What do I still lack?” (19:17-20) 

This young man was righteous, and appears to have good intentions, and as you will see, Jesus 

doesn’t dispute his claim that he has kept all of those commandments. It would also appear that 

the man was beginning to realize, perhaps more quickly than the disciples, that merely keeping 

commandments as was the Jewish prevailing thought, wasn’t quite enough, after all  why else 

would he have asked Jesus in the first place? Yet, he still seems to have believed that eternal 

life was contingent upon his ability to do something. Maybe he was right: 

Jesus answered, “If you want to be perfect, go, sell your possessions and give to the poor, and 

you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me.” 

When the young man heard this, he went away sad, because he had great wealth. (19:21-22) 

 

Jesus told the man to sell what he owned, give money to the poor and follow Him. I cannot over-

emphasize how radical this was, for the prevailing thought of those times said that the rich were 

blessed, worthy and most favored of all, yet Jesus told the man to liquidate and give to the poor. 

Notice, He didn’t say to give everything to the poor (as some older translations say) but the 

implication is clear enough. The story ends with the man going away sad, because he had great 

wealth. 

Traditional teaching assumes the man did not do as Jesus told him, but I want to point out that 

the text doesn’t say that; maybe he did, maybe he didn’t… but he was sad. 

This is where we like to bash people who have more than we do; I can’t tell you how many times 

I have heard this in class discussions and sermons and how many times I have read it, but I 

would suggest that we should not go rushing into this too quickly. I have known quite a few 

people who are quite wealthy, rich people, and they usually discover that their wealth, while 

handy for sure, is also a millstone around their necks; a burden more than a pleasure. Yet once 

they have it, it is hard to let go of. Even so, let’s not concentrate on those who have more than 

we do, let’s look in the mirror instead, for there is where Jesus’ message, and the young man’s 

predicament resonate: 

Suppose Jesus came to you and told you to liquidate everything you have, that’s right dear 

reader, sell all your possessions, give to the poor and follow Him. 

Would that make you happy? 

If you answer “yes” to that question, then let’s take a closer look: Your home, your car(s), your 

accounts, retirement plans, investments, kids’ college funds, the contents of your house… 
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everything. You show up to follow Jesus with only the shirt on your back. Hold on, the shirt on 

your back is also a possession, so you show up without even a shirt on your back or anything 

else, to follow Jesus: Are you happy?  

More importantly, would you do it?  

Maybe we should think carefully before we make this all about pointing fingers at others! 

The good news is that we are still in that section where the instruction is for the disciples, and in 

the next part, we will see what Jesus has to say to them; will it get easier? Well, you’ll have to 

come back next time to find out! 

 

The Disciples Learn More About Wealth 

Matthew 19:23-30 

Jesus was fully aware that the disciples would be confused after His conversation with the rich 

young man because, as we noted last time, He had blown up a major cultural expectation of the 

time that the rich were more favored by God than others were. As a result, He begins to teach 

them… 

Then Jesus said to his disciples, “Truly I tell you, it is hard for someone who is rich to enter the 

kingdom of heaven. Again I tell you, it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle 

than for someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of God.” (19:23-24) 

The rich young man hadn’t been overly enthused at the prospect of giving up all of his wealth, 

and Jesus underscored the difficulty that many have in entering the Kingdom and leaving the 

priorities of this world behind. Looking at His example here of putting a camel through the eye of 

a needle, I think we can safely say that He was engaging in a touch of hyperbole to make the 

point. The reaction of the disciples speaks volumes about the prevailing assumptions of that 

culture: “Who then can be saved?” 

If you notice, Jesus in His answer blows up a second predominant assumption of that time: 

“With man this is impossible, but with God all things are possible.” (19:26) 

There are two cultural teachings that are being corrected here: First, that the rich are most 

favored by God, and the second is that a person can attain righteousness by reliance upon their 

own ability to keep the Law; both of these are false. This second teaching is still with us, 

sometimes it is obvious, and sometimes it is more subtle, we call it “works”. You cannot earn 

your way into the Kingdom by following the rules, “doing church right” or by doing good deeds, 

for you can only enter the kingdom by faith in God through Christ. Can the rich enter the 

Kingdom? Yes, they can, by placing their faith in God, and not in their earthly possessions and 

positions.  
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Peter is beginning to comprehend: “We have left everything to follow you! What then will there 

be for us?” (19:27) 

In His answer to Peter’s question, Jesus shows them that there is both good and bad news, so 

to speak, for they have left their “stuff” behind for the most part, but it may not be only 

possessions that get in the way: 

“Truly I tell you, at the renewal of all things, when the Son of Man sits on his glorious throne, you 

who have followed me will also sit on twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel. And 

everyone who has left houses or brothers or sisters or father or mother or wife or children or 

fields for my sake will receive a hundred times as much and will inherit eternal life. But many 

who are first will be last, and many who are last will be first.” (19:28-30) 

Notice the relationships that may also need to be left behind, notice also that they are in the 

same list as “fields”, which is to say material possessions. The real point is that the follower of 

Christ must be willing to leave anything behind if it interferes with following Him, for with the 

Kingdom, you are either all in or all out. Aren’t these things that we all struggle with at one time 

or another? 

This is one of those cases when the theology of the teaching is very simple, but living it can be 

difficult, yet with God, all things are possible. Consider this: The man who wrote this Gospel was 

a tax collector. He was rich, he also had a family, friends and associates, but by the grace of 

God, he was one of the Twelve, and he wasn’t the only one. Remember Zacchaeus? Joseph of 

Arimathea? Saul of Tarsus?  

With God, all things are indeed possible! 

 

Another Parable 

Matthew 20:1-16 

In looking at this very well known parable, the first thing I would like to call your attention to is 

the fact that it isn’t here in Matthew’s narrative standing all on its own; it is a continuation of the 

discussion we covered last time in 19:23-30, and there is no scene shift of any kind, in spite of 

the chapter division. Remember, the chapters and verses are arbitrary human devices for 

reference purposes only, and sometimes we must wonder why they put them where they did. 

We can be certain of this because of the way this passage begins: “For the kingdom of heaven 

is like…” Notice that Jesus is still speaking, so after He said “But many who are first will be last, 

and many who are last will be first” in 19:30, He said, “For the kingdom of heaven is like…” in 

20:1. Got it? Good! 

Thus, in chapter 19 we have the whole discussion with the rich young man about entering the 

kingdom, his possessions and all of that, followed by the explanation with the disciples, and 

moving beyond this world’s priorities to follow Jesus, in which the first (rich, powerful or well off 

in whatever way) end up as the last, and those who are less fortunate in whatever way being 

the first  and now Jesus is amplifying the “first and last” statement. 
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In the parable, we have the owner of a vineyard who is hiring day labor to work the vineyard. He 

hires workers several times during the day so that each group works a different amount of time 

in the vineyard, and when the end of the day comes, they all receive the same pay, to the 

annoyance of the first group who worked all day long. The owner of the vineyard pointed out 

that he paid them what they agreed to work for, and if that meant that he might seem to be 

overpaying the ones who worked a shorter time, that was his business; he chose to be 

generous to them. 

Just as with His explanation of the conversation with the rich young man, Jesus is teaching that 

God’s grace is not something we can earn, and that it is not an entitlement, it stems entirely 

from God’s graciousness… could it be that’s why it is called “grace”? 

The bottom line is really quite simple: When considering the things of God, we cannot 

understand them by the values and wisdom of Man, for instead we must take a heavenly view. 

As the chapter moves forward, we will see more of this new Kingdom view of things. 

 

His Third Prediction 

Now Jesus was going up to Jerusalem. On the way, he took the Twelve aside and said to 

them, “We are going up to Jerusalem, and the Son of Man will be delivered over to the chief 

priests and the teachers of the law. They will condemn him to death  and will hand him over to 

the Gentiles to be mocked and flogged and crucified. On the third day he will be raised to life!” 

Matthew 20:17-19 

In the last few posts, the scenes have taken place on the road to Jerusalem; this scene takes 

place in the final stages of their journey. It would probably have been a festive atmosphere on 

the road with the pilgrims headed for Jerusalem to celebrate the Passover, as Jesus takes the 

disciples aside to have a serious conversation. In looking at it, please notice the stark contrast 

between this, and their previous discussion about rewards; ask yourself about the frame of mind 

of the disciples… Interestingly, the next scene is also about rewards; why is everybody thinking 

about their rewards? 

The text doesn’t explicitly answer that question, but a safe guess would be that they still haven’t 

quite grasped His messianic mission in Jerusalem, for it would appear that everyone is thinking 

that He will go into the City, step up as the new Davidic king, and boot the Romans out, 

restoring Israel to its former glory… and the disciples would have the inside track to positions in 

the new kingdom of Israel. In our text, Jesus is trying for the third time to correct this error in 

their thinking. 

Unlike the first two predictions of His death in 16:21 and 17:22, this time Jesus speaks in the 

first person, in fact, in the first person plural “we” bringing the disciples into the picture 

themselves. Even more ominous is His explicitness in the prediction: He will be condemned by 

official Jerusalem and handed over to the Gentiles, mocked, flogged and crucified; this is not at 
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all abstract or requiring interpretation or discernment on the part of the disciples, it is as direct 

as it could be. They are certainly not heading into the city for a party! 

Notice that once again, the prediction ends on a hopeful note, for Jesus is there to do the 

Father’s will, and will not be gone forever, instead being raised from the dead on the third day. 

Interestingly, this time Matthew doesn’t comment on their reaction; there seems to have been 

an interruption… 

 

The Interruption 

Matthew 20:20-28 

Jesus took the disciples aside on the road to Jerusalem to tell them in very explicit terms what 

would happen when they arrived in the city, and before we could hear their reaction, the mother 

of James and John, the sons of Zebedee, comes up to plead for her sons’ position around the 

glorious throne of Jesus in “your kingdom”.  

Can you believe her timing?! 

In the last post I mentioned the contrast between the earlier discussion of the disciples’ rewards 

in the Kingdom, and the real mission of Jesus in Jerusalem; immediately this woman interrupts 

the conversation for this. It is simply too much, that is unless we remember what is going on in 

this section, in which the dialogue in every scene is for the instruction of the disciples 

concerning the real messianic mission of Jesus. No, the messianic purpose of Jesus was not to 

re-establish the glory days of old Israel as an earthly Nation, nor is it the purpose of God to do 

so in the future, for the Kingdom of heaven is not of this world. 

Jesus makes this clear in His answer, telling the woman that she doesn’t know what she is 

asking. Then He counters with a question to the disciples, asking if they can “drink the cup I am 

going to drink.”  Naturally, thinking that their position in the new Israel is on the line, they say 

they can. I must say that I wonder if they were even listening to what Jesus was telling them 

before the interruption. Jesus tells them that they will indeed drink from His cup, and that 

drinking of it won’t determine their position at His table, for His Father would make the seating 

chart. 

Hearing this, they were indignant, for even now they seem to have been clueless about His real 

mission. It was at this point that the crux of His teaching comes to the fore; it would do us well to 

pay attention too: 

Jesus called them together and said, “You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, 

and their high officials exercise authority over them. Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to 

become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be your 

slave— just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a 

ransom for many.” (20:25-28) 
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Notice how Jesus taught them, using the Gentiles as the example to show them what they were 

looking like at this juncture, demanding to have high positions. The Kingdom of heaven is not of 

this world, and thus, the way to be great in the Kingdom of heaven is not a worldly journey, but a 

journey of service and putting others first, which is the exact opposite of what is considered 

great in this world. Jesus’ mission as Messiah was not to be hailed as a conquering hero, as it 

would be in this world for a great King, for He had come to be humiliated and tortured for the 

sake of all humanity; such was the degree to which His service would go in the service not only 

of Mankind, but of His Father. Implicit within these verses is something Jesus would say 

elsewhere, that the servant is not greater than the Master, and if the Master is Himself a 

servant, then so shall His disciples be servants. Sadly, not everyone who considers himself as a 

Christ follower today has learned this lesson, for if we are to follow Christ, we are to be 

servants, and if we are to be leaders in the congregation of followers of Christ, then we are to be 

the servants of all. 

 

Travelling on the Roman Road 

As Jesus and his disciples were leaving Jericho, a large crowd followed him. Two blind men 

were sitting by the roadside, and when they heard that Jesus was going by, they shouted, “Lord, 

Son of David, have mercy on us!” 

The crowd rebuked them and told them to be quiet, but they shouted all the louder, “Lord, Son 

of David, have mercy on us!” 

Jesus stopped and called them. “What do you want me to do for you?” he asked. 

“Lord,” they answered, “we want our sight.” 

Jesus had compassion on them and touched their eyes. Immediately they received their sight 

and followed him. 

Matthew 20:29-34 

The old Roman road, which was almost certainly the route Jesus took from Jericho to 

Jerusalem, would have been a tough climb for anyone going up to Jerusalem as it winds its way 

through a steep canyon, climbing several thousand feet in elevation as it goes. I’ve been up that 

road in a bus, and I can tell you that many on the bus were afraid as we crept along, many 

looked away from their windows; even our driver who had taken this route many times before 

was visibly nervous. As for me, being a little crazy as I am, I moved up to the front of the bus 

and sat on the step next to the driver for a better view; there are points along the way where the 

road is so narrow, and turns are so sharp that it appeared as though the front of the bus was 

protruding out over the edge of the cliff (with a direct drop of several hundred feet) as we slowly 

negotiated hairpin turns. Oh did I have fun on that trip! 

As much fun as I had in a bus that day, I wouldn’t really want to hike up that road, even though 

the scenery is spectacular, for that would be a hard climb for anyone: This is the setting in which 
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our story takes place. Jesus, the disciples and a large crowd are heading up into the mountains 

from one of the lowest points on earth, interesting to keep this in mind. 

Right away, we have a contrast between the crowd, the blind men and Jesus; the crowd treats 

the blind men like outcasts, and by the standards of the times, they were outcasts since the 

prevailing thinking of that time would have been that they must have been serious sinners for 

God to have made them blind. Thus, the crowd rebukes them for trying to approach Jesus, but 

Jesus takes compassion on them. The contrast here is greater than just the crowd’s attitude as 

opposed to Jesus’ attitude, for there is also a distinction between the blind men’s attitude toward 

Jesus, and the way the crowd viewed Him, for the crowd was excited by the sight of the son of 

David going up to Jerusalem, for like so many others, they were expecting Him to restore old 

Israel and destroy the Roman occupation, while the blind men saw Jesus and His ability to give 

them sight so they might see His truth. Thus, we have two entirely different views of Jesus’ 

Messianic mission in Jerusalem, views that will come into sharp and definite conflict in the next 

section starting in chapter 21. 

Jesus gives sight to these two, and as the scene closes, what is their response to this? They 

followed Him, and when we receive our sight, what do we do? We follow Him: “He, who has 

ears, let him hear; he who has sight let him see.” 

As we will shortly discover, when Jesus arrives in Jerusalem, He will encounter many who have 

ears but do not hear, and many who have sight, but do not see. 

 

The Rising Conflict 

Matthew 21-25 

With the end of chapter 20, we have concluded the section that spans from 16:21-20:34 in 

which Jesus tries to reveal His true messianic mission to the disciples. With the end of the 

section, we have come to realize that they had not yet understood adequately what He was 

teaching, although the time would soon come when they would understand it. Now, in this new 

section, we will see the rising conflict between Jesus and Jewish officialdom that will ultimately 

result in all of Jesus’ predictions concerning His fate to come to pass. 

As He arrives in the city, Jesus begins a series of provocative actions (cf. 21:12, 14-15, 23; 

24:1) in the area of the Temple which result in the “chief priests and teachers of the law” 

becoming “indignant” (21:15). There has been conflict before, but with the conflict over His 

“authority” (21:24-27) followed by three parables that expose their rebellion and hardness of 

heart, they resolve to silence Him for good (21:45). 

The initial strategy of the leaders was a purely political one; they would try to bring public 

condemnation upon Jesus by forcing Him to take unpopular stands on controversial issues of 

the day, just as politicians try to do with their opponents in our time (cf. 21:46; 22:15-48). As all 

of them would discover, you simply cannot “trap” Jesus, and by the time He has finished with 

their attacks, they are reduced to plotting in secret. 
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From the very beginning of this narrative, the battle will rage over the leaders’ response to the 

demonstration of Jesus’ messianic credentials (21:1-17), and His authoritative teaching and 

affirmations concerning His identity that follow (21:23-22:46). The refusal of the Jewish leaders 

to recognize His identity results in Jesus seizing the initiative and denouncing the hypocrisy of 

the Pharisees (23:1-39), and pronouncing apocalyptic doom on the city (24:1-34) and finally, 

giving exhortation to the people of the New Kingdom (24:36-25:46).  

We will jump into the fray with Jesus when we get together next time; you won’t want to miss 

this! 

 

…and thus the drama begins 

Matthew 21:1-11 

Jesus makes the first move in the rising conflict, actually He makes three moves, two of which 

are in public, and one in private. All three moves have something in common; He is answering 

the question “Who do you say that I am?” His identity as the son of David comes to the fore first 

here and in the next section, as though He were saying to Jerusalem, “Here I am, the son of 

David, Messiah!” 

The people seem to be delighted, at least those who were present, yet there is an undertone, a 

very dark undertone. What we have in this entire section is the outward and physical 

manifestation of the ultimate spiritual conflict, for the thing we need to recognize is this: Jesus’ 

actions here are the first shots in a war, a showdown with eternity itself as the prize for the 

victor. 

In this passage, Jesus gives instructions to the disciples to obtain the donkey on which He 

would enter the city, and as was his custom, Matthew ties that into Israel’s prophetic history 

(21:4-5). As I have mentioned in other posts here, in the ancient near east, a king arriving in 

peace rode a donkey, a king arriving to conquer rode a war horse. Jesus, the Prince of Peace, 

comes to town on a donkey, for the battle He was fighting was not a clash of arms between 

battalions of mortal men, but a spiritual battle between good and evil in the hearts of men; make 

no mistake, Jesus knew exactly who the real Enemy was. 

Along His path, He was greeted by the crowds as a king would be greeted as He arrived in the 

city in peace. In the eyes of the crowds, He was the new Davidic King come to claim His throne 

and overturn the Roman occupation with the power of God, restoring Israel to its rightful place 

among the Nations of the earth. In the eyes of the Jewish religious authorities, He was trouble. 

Yet in the eyes of Satan, this was what he had been waiting for, in both dread and anticipation. 

Dread because Jesus could utterly destroy him, anticipation because if he could manipulate the 

Jewish authorities, already in a state of rebellion against God and hardness of heart, he could 

destroy Jesus by an assault upon His body, killing Him before He could destroy the Devil, and 

thus our drama, the greatest drama of all time begins.  
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In the next post, we will see Jesus make His second move, in which He takes His Davidic 

identity a step further  see you then! 

 

The Seat of Corruption 

Matthew 21:12-17 

For the Jews, the Temple in Jerusalem was the center of everything Jewish, the very center of 

the Jewish people and Nation. It was the embodiment (if I can use that term for a building) of 

their very identities as a people; it was their pride, it was their joy, and it was their hope for a 

better day. Yet the real significance of the Temple ran far deeper than all of that, for its true 

significance was entirely apocalyptic in nature. 

The Temple in Jerusalem was the symbol of God dwelling in the midst of His people, the symbol 

of their exalted status as God’s chosen; God’s elect. There, in the Most Holy Place, dwelt the 

Spirit of God Himself on the earth; in the heart of Israel’s capitol city. It was a place of gathering 

in community, a place of teaching and instruction, a place of worship and prayer, and it was also 

a place of atonement; it was by any definition a sacred place. 

When Jesus entered the city on that donkey colt as the son of David, He went directly to the 

Temple, and He did so in a manner that asserted His authority as king and Messiah, as one 

who is greater than the Temple itself (12:6). His actions there demonstrated prophetically what 

the Temple had become, and in doing so, Jesus went to very heart of the corruption of Israel, 

for they had perverted the very blessing that set them apart from everyone else, and that 

blessing was their relationship with God. In His actions on that fateful afternoon, Jesus told an 

active parable about what would be the fate of the Temple, for it would be utterly destroyed. 

Later in chapter 24, Jesus would speak to His disciples prophetically about this destruction. But 

on this day, Jesus, by His actions, would deliver a stinging indictment of the entire ideology that 

had developed within the teachings of the Jewish religious leaders concerning the Temple. 

As a result, they question His identity (21:10), and His authority (21:23); they were indignant 

(21:15). Later in the drama, Jesus’ predictions concerning the Temple’s destruction are levied 

against Him at His trial (26:61) and hurled at His in the form of taunts at His crucifixion (27:40). 

Yes sir, the Messiah was on the scene, and He has brought to them a message that says 

serious house cleaning is needed, and in so doing, He has “let loose the dogs of (spiritual) war”! 

Game on. 
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The Private Move 

Matthew 21:18-22 

As I mentioned a couple posts back, Jesus would make three moves that declare His Messianic 

identity upon His arrival at Jerusalem; the first two were public, His triumphal entry, and His 

clearing of the Temple. Now we come to the third, His private demonstration to the disciples 

who, it would seem, missed the point just as much as the Jewish leaders did. 

Early in the morning, as Jesus was on his way back to the city, he was hungry. Seeing a fig tree 

by the road, he went up to it but found nothing on it except leaves. Then he said to it, “May you 

never bear fruit again!”Immediately the tree withered. (21:18-19) 

Make no mistake, Jesus wasn’t having a temper tantrum because there was no fruit on the tree; 

His actions were quite illustrative of the situation they were in. He, the son of David, the Messiah 

had entered the Holy City of Jerusalem on the previous afternoon, headed directly to the 

Temple, the very dwelling place of God and the symbol of God in the midst of His people, and 

He had found only corruption and vice. Israel, as represented by its capitol looked healthy and 

productive from the outside, but the inside was rotten to the core. 

The fig tree looked good, and it should have had fruit, but upon closer inspection, it was barren; 

Jesus pronounced judgment on that tree for its lack of fruit, and it withered and died. This action 

is prophetic, for like His actions in the Temple on the previous day, it was an illustration of what 

was in Jerusalem’s future: God’s judgment. 

It would seem from their reaction in verse 20 that the disciples didn’t see the prophetic aspect of 

this, at least not at first, and as we probably would have been in their place, they were amazed 

at how Jesus said the words, and the tree had withered right before their eyes. I must admit that 

would be something to see. Jesus responds to their amazement by speaking to them of faith, a 

commodity they would need quite a bit of in the very near future: 

Jesus replied, “Truly I tell you, if you have faith and do not doubt, not only can you do what was 

done to the fig tree, but also you can say to this mountain, ‘Go, throw yourself into the sea,’ and 

it will be done. If you believe, you will receive whatever you ask for in prayer.” (21:21-22) 

If you’ve been following along in our journey through Matthew, you will recall that this is not the 

first time Jesus has spoken to them in this way about their faith. In the days ahead, the disciples 

will need to have faith, for they will find themselves in a position where they will need to depend 

mightily on God; thus He reminds them that in doing so, nothing will be withheld from them. The 

obvious contrast is the Jewish religious leaders, who rely entirely upon their own abilities and 

self righteousness, even to point of having their long-awaited Messiah nailed to a cross, thus 

sealing their doom. 

In the next scene, the indignation of the Jewish leaders finds its voice; see you then! 
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Rising Tensions 

Matthew 21:23-27 

It is day 2 in Jerusalem. Jesus arrives at the Temple in the morning, and the Jewish leaders are 

waiting for Him; they are ready to challenge Him. What they probably didn’t understand, was 

that they were playing the wrong parts, for as the religious leaders of the chosen people of God, 

they should be rolling out the red carpet for their Messiah, but instead of doing that, they are 

playing to role of Satan’s stooges, Satan’s shills, giving a voice to his challenge of the Son of 

God. Maybe it’s just me, but I find that what Matthew has revealed about their thinking here, is 

fascinating; it speaks volumes… 

The Jewish leadership had adopted a political strategy! 

Jesus entered the temple courts, and, while he was teaching, the chief priests and the elders of 

the people came to him. “By what authority are you doing these things?” they asked. “And who 

gave you this authority?” (21:23) 

When a politician has a ticklish problem, he will respond to it directly… by changing the subject. 

This strategy actually has a name: “controlling the narrative”. Thus, instead of speaking to the 

messianic identity that Jesus so clearly assumed the day before, they ask Him who authorized 

His actions. If Jesus answers their question, then they will have the upper hand in what follows; 

an allegation of wrongdoing. 

But Jesus doesn’t take the bait: 

Jesus replied, “I will also ask you one question. If you answer me, I will tell you by what authority 

I am doing these things. John’s baptism—where did it come from? Was it from heaven, or of 

human origin?” (21:24-25a) 

This is Jesus’ counter move, and with it, He threw their maneuver right back in their faces. Their 

sidebar is nothing less than fascinating: 

They discussed it among themselves and said, “If we say, ‘From heaven,’ he will ask, ‘Then why 

didn’t you believe him?’ But if we say, ‘Of human origin’—we are afraid of the people, for they all 

hold that John was a prophet.” (21:25b-26) 

If you doubted me in my application of politics in this discussion, you really need to change your 

mind at this point, for any novice can see the politics in this thinking. The leaders have found 

themselves in a lose – lose position, so they do the honorable thing  they lie. 

So they answered Jesus, “We don’t know.” (21:27a) 

Jesus has just won their first round: 

Then he said, “Neither will I tell you by what authority I am doing these things. (21:27b) 

Even so, Jesus isn’t finished talking on this subject, and seizing the initiative, He will tell them 

three parables (21:28-22:14) in which He will assert His authority indirectly. We will be looking at 
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the three parables one at a time, but as we do so, I hope you will remember the setting and 

context of what has just happened, for it is only by doing so that you will see the full picture of 

what is happening in this incredible scene, see you then! 

 

Speaking in Parables Again 

After their first skirmish, Jesus tells the Jewish religious leaders three parables that combine to 

form a serious indictment of their continual, chronic and habitual refusal to hear God’s truth. If 

you have not read the previous section I would encourage you to do so before you read this 

one, since the context and scene are set in that post; this (and the next two as well) is a 

continuation of that encounter, in essence Jesus’ counter move. 

“What do you think? There was a man who had two sons. He went to the first and said, ‘Son, go 

and work today in the vineyard.’ 

“‘I will not,’ he answered, but later he changed his mind and went. 

“Then the father went to the other son and said the same thing. He answered, ‘I will, sir,’ but he 

did not go. 

“Which of the two did what his father wanted?” 

“The first,” they answered. 

Jesus said to them, “Truly I tell you, the tax collectors and the prostitutes are entering the 

kingdom of God ahead of you. For John came to you to show you the way of righteousness, and 

you did not believe him, but the tax collectors and the prostitutes did. And even after you saw 

this, you did not repent and believe him. 

Matthew 21:28-32 

This parable is perhaps the easiest in Matthew to figure out; the sinners (tax collectors and 

prostitutes) are the son who said ‘no’ and then did as his father told him to do. The Jewish 

religious leaders are the son who said ‘yes’ and then disobeyed. The father, of course, is God.  

Notice that Jesus told them this parable, and then asked them  which son did as the father 

wanted, and they were so blind that they answered without noticing that they were stepping into 

a trap; please think about that for a moment. 

Who was on the offensive in this scene; remember that it began in verse 23 where they were 

demanding to know by what authority Jesus had done the things He did on the previous 

afternoon. They had come after Him to attempt to trap Him into saying something that would 

cause Him to become unpopular with the crowds, and so they could accuse and kill Him. In the 

previous text, they were plotting, scheming and calculating, and yet here, mere moments later, 

Jesus asks them an obvious question about a very straightforward parable, and they blindly 

step into His trap. Is it possible that they, brilliant as they were, really didn’t see the trap? You 
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might remember that earlier in this scene when Jesus asked them what the source of John’s 

baptism was, that they saw the trap in that question (21:24-26). 

So, do you recall when the disciples asked Him why He spoke to the people in parables? 

(13:10) 

His answer was in 13:11-17, and essentially it was this: ”Though seeing, they do not see; 

    though hearing, they do not hear or understand” (13:13b).  

This may be the most obvious example of what Jesus told the disciples back in chapter 13 in 

the entire New Testament; the Jewish leaders did not see the obvious, for they had not been 

given the ability to see, because they did not want to see at all. 

So Jesus springs His trap in 21:31-32, and I’m sure it warmed the hearts of those leaders to 

hear they are worse than tax collectors and prostitutes… 

This thrill-packed episode will continue next time; see you there! 

 

Parable of the Tenants 

Matthew 21:33-46 

The second parable that Jesus told the religious leaders is the Parable of the Tenants; we are 

still in the scene that began in 21:23, which we discussed in Rising Tensions. If you missed that 

part, for best results, I would urge you to READ IT NOW before you continue. 

OK, now that we are all on the same page, let’s have a look at what has just happened in our 

narrative. The Jewish religious leaders may or may not have gotten every bit of the parable, but 

they knew Jesus had just made them look bad; that much is clear. Beginning in 21:42, Jesus 

makes use of a quotation from Psalm 118 that was originally a song of thanksgiving for a 

military victory; it was often sung in Jesus’ day by pilgrims making their way to Jerusalem. For 

them, the “stone that the builders rejected” referred to Israel, but Jesus applies it here in a 

different way, for here He applies it to Himself; He is the stone the builders rejected. 

Interestingly, this imagery became a very important component of the teaching of the early 

church, as seen in 1 Peter 2:4-8 and Acts 4:12. As such, the stone rejected is identified as the 

capstone, the stone that holds the entire building in place; this cones together quite nicely with 

our earlier discussion concerning Matthew 16:18-19 wherein the Apostles are seen as the 

“foundation” of the church with Jesus as the “capstone”. To be quite clear, if you remove the 

capstone (sometimes called “keystone” today) the building crumbles.  

21:43 ff. demonstrates Jesus’ emphasis on the fact that the Jewish leaders have forfeited their 

rights to enjoy God’s favor, God’s presence, which is also to say His Kingdom, by their stubborn 

refusal to receive their Messiah (the stone that was rejected) and thus, Jesus will build a new 

temple of a new people comprised of all ethnic groups as a new holy nation; His Church. 
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The Jewish religious leaders seem to have caught enough of His meaning to motivate them 

even more to silence Him for good. No, this simply would not do; they must kill Him as soon as 

possible! Yet, there was still the problem of the crowds who viewed Jesus as a prophet; what to 

do about the crowds? This was now clearly their problem, and to its solution they would turn 

their full attention in 22:15-40. Even so, Jesus wasn’t quite finished with them, for He has one 

more parable, and quite a parable it was. We’ll tackle it when we get back together next time… 

 

A Royal Invitation 

Matthew 22:1-14 

This is the third of the three parables that Jesus delivers to the Jewish religious elite in the 

scene that began in 21:23… 

In this parable, unlike the previous two, Jesus begins with”The Kingdom of heaven is like…” 

This time, He will put His parabolic meaning into the context of the Kingdom of heaven, which 

has been His general theme ever since He began His public ministry some three years earlier. 

In the parable, God is the King, Jesus, although He has been mentioned as king many times in 

Matthew’s narrative, is the son of the king, and the banquet is the messianic banquet we have 

seen earlier in Matthew’s account (cf. 8:11; 25:1 ff.). The king (God) wishes to honor his son 

(Jesus) and has arranged this banquet. Invitations have been sent out. Everything is ready, and 

the king sends his servants to let the invitees know that it is time to come to the banquet hall of 

the king… and they refuse. 

By refusing, they have given a gross insult to the king, for they have refused to join him in 

honoring his son. Surprisingly, the king sends his messengers again, but the invitees are too 

busy with their own affairs; some even attack the messengers; the king is not amused, and 

demonstrates his wrath. 

The king then tells his servants to invite people off the street to attend, and soon the hall is full 

of guests. When the king enters the room, he notices a man who is not appropriately dressed 

for a wedding banquet and asks him the reason; the man says nothing, and the king has him 

tossed out of the hall, to a dark place where there is “weeping and gnashing of teeth”. The 

phrase “weeping and gnashing of teeth” has serious apocalyptic significance, for it denotes the 

judgment of God upon a person or a people. 

In the final verse, Jesus sums up what has happened when He says: ““For many are invited, but 

few are chosen.” The hall was full of people, but those who were first invited refused to attend; 

they were invited, but since they didn’t show up to honor the son, they weren’t chosen. The 

second group of invitees showed up, but one of them didn’t take his invitation very seriously, 

and was thrown out; he was also invited, but his lack of caring about that invitation resulted in 

his also not being chosen. 

You might ask, “Chosen for what?” 

The answer is a simple one: Chosen to remain in the presence of the king. 
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This parable demonstrates the messianic mission of Jesus in that when Israel, represented by 

their leaders, refused to honor Him, they rejected not only Jesus, but His Father as well; surely 

this sounds familiar to you for Jesus said this several times. Israel was the very first to be invited 

into God’s presence, but they were too busy, too hardened of heart to show up; some even 

attacked His messengers. The invitation then went out to the Gentiles, and many took 

advantage of the invitation, but even then there are those (of us) who really don’t take the whole 

thing very seriously, and who will come to judgment in the end. 

This might be a point for reflection for all of us… 

I really doubt that the Jewish leaders who heard this really comprehended the scope of what 

Jesus was telling them here, for as we have already seen, their eyes had been blinded by their 

stubborn hardness of heart; they were now doing Satan’s bidding, whether they understood it or 

not. From here on, their secret plotting will consume them… 

 

The Jewish Leaders Unleash Their Plot 

Matthew 22:15-22 

The Jewish leaders, after being made to look foolish in public have withdrawn from the scene to 

plot. They really want Jesus dead, but they still fear their own people will react against them if 

they simply grab Him and take Him away; they don’t want a riot. 

They scheme and plot in secret… 

Later that same day, their plans begin to unfold; they will send surrogates to trap Jesus into 

saying something that incites the crowd. They attack in three waves, this being the first; the 

surrogates are an interesting little group of the disciples of members of the Sanhedrin and a 

delegation of Herodians. The Herodians were those who were allied with Herod, the Roman 

backed “king” of Judea. Herod wasn’t a Jew; relations between the camp of the Jewish leaders 

and the Herodians were always strained, but to get rid of Jesus was a cause that temporarily 

united them, and they advance on Jesus with their question about paying tax to Rome. We have 

already discussed how unpopular this was, so if Jesus would speak out against paying Roman 

taxes, He would be in deep trouble with the Romans, and subject to arrest. If He spoke in favor 

of paying the tax, He would lose the favor of the crowds and the leaders would have their 

opportunity to strike; either way, Jesus would be in trouble. 

They begin with flattery, as though to make Jesus relax and think He was among friends. Here’s 

a tip for you: When you hear politicians, such as this delegation, engage in this kind of flattery, 

watch out! Jesus was not fooled by this rather thinly veiled tactic, and when they get to the 

question, He responds by calling them hypocrites. More than that, He demonstrated their 

hypocrisy when he asked for a Roman coin… and they produced one, right there in front of all 

the people.  

What were these great spokesmen of Jewish virtue doing carrying Roman money around? 
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When Jesus induced them to acknowledge whose image and name were on the coin, they were 

finished, and I am reasonably certain they knew it. But Jesus wasn’t quite finished with them; He 

answered their question in a way that did not betray any obligation to Jewish Law or tradition; 

“give back to Caesar that which is Caesar’s and give to God that which is God’s.” 

They couldn’t help but be amazed for remarkably, they hadn’t seen that one coming; they 

retreated in defeat. The stage is set for the second assault, a group of Sadducees is ready to 

advance; Jesus is waiting for them. 

 

The Second Wave 

Matthew 22:23-33 

The stage has been set for the second wave of the Jewish leaders’ plot to unfold. The second 

assault team, this time made up of a group of Sadducees, makes their advance on Jesus. 

The Sadducees were a rival group to the Pharisees, they were an aristocratic bunch, in high 

favor with the wealthy, and Jesus was a clear threat to their high and lofty status in the land. 

Their attack centers upon the issue of the resurrection of the dead, something the Sadducees 

do not believe in. 

They give Jesus their example of seven brothers, all of whom end up being married to the same 

woman, as each dies in succession without producing an heir. This is a reference to Deut. 25:5-

6 and Lev. 38:8 which directs that when a man is married and dies without a child to be his heir, 

his brother must marry his widow and produce an heir for his dead brother. The premise of their 

question is that after the resurrection (that they don’t believe in) people remain married in the 

afterlife, and as it turns out, this is an entirely false premise.  

Jesus tells them that “you do not know the Scriptures or the power of God”  He goes on to 

explain their misunderstanding of the power of God as He tells them about the complete 

transformation of people in the afterlife as they become “like the angels” in heaven with no 

further need for procreation. Then He demonstrates their lack of knowledge of the Scriptures in 

an interesting way, using an example from Exodus. 

Citing Exodus 3:6 where God reveals Himself as “the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob” Jesus 

points out that these three men were centuries in the grave, while God spoke of them as though 

they were still very much alive, and drives His point home by saying “He is not the God of the 

dead but of the living”. It would seem that the extreme materialism of the Sadducees had 

blinded them to the truth contained in the Scriptures. 

Matthew doesn’t record the reaction of the Sadducees, but the crowd was “amazed” at His 

teaching. 

And the second wave of the assault fell back in defeat; the third wave assault team, this time 

comprised of Pharisees made ready to advance… 
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The Third Wave is Beaten Back 

Hearing that Jesus had silenced the Sadducees, the Pharisees got together. One of them, an 

expert in the law, tested him with this question: “Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in 

the Law?” 

Jesus replied: “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all 

your mind.’ This is the first and greatest commandment9 And the second is like it: ‘Love your 

neighbor as yourself.’ All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments.” 

Matthew 22:34-40 

With the repulse of the second assault team comprised of the Sadducees, the third wave 

assault team advances, this time comprised of Pharisees. Unlike the first two waves of attack, 

this one included an “expert” in the law; they were bringing in one of their “big guns” at this 

point. It’s interesting to note a slight variation in Matthew’s account in relation to that of Mark 

12:28 ff., Mark portrays the third wave as asking a genuine question, while Matthew, the 

eyewitness, indicates that the question was a test. 

Yet in just reading the text, it seems like a fair question; where is the test? Here’s the “behind 

the scenes story”, as revealed in ancient rabbinic writings: 

The Pharisees, sticklers about the law, identified 613 laws of Moses, 365 of which were 

negative commands, and 248 of which were positive. Of the 613, they differentiated between 

those they considered “light” and those they considered to be “heavy”, meaning that some of 

them were a bigger deal than others. However, just because one of these commands was “light” 

did not mean that it could be neglected, for as they wrote, “Be as heedful of a lighter precept as 

of a weighty one, for thou knowest not the recompense of reward of each precept” (m. Abot 2:1; 

Str-B 1:904-5).Since the whole idea of which commandment was greatest was commonly 

discussed and debated in Pharisaic circles, their trap was that Jesus, and notice they called Him 

“teacher” (Rabbi) when they asked, might give an answer that implied that one or more of the 

commands could be neglected, and in doing so could be charged with a violation of Torah that 

would discredit Him with the people  Back to our story… 

Jesus not only avoided their trap, but He rejected their entire (unspoken) premise in mentioning 

the two love commandments; love God, love your neighbor. In fact, He stated these as the 

backdrop for His entire approach to the Law, for the Law must not be understood as simply a list 

of do’s and don’ts, ordinances and violations, but rather in relational terms, a concept that was 

as foreign to the Pharisees as it was appealing to the crowds. Sadly, it is foreign to a lot of 

Christians as well. 

The third wave assault team was stopped in its tracks. 

When we get together again next time, Jesus counter attacks; you won’t want to miss this one! 

 

Jesus Seizes the Initiative 

While the Pharisees were gathered together, Jesus asked them, 42 “What do you think about the 

Messiah? Whose son is he?” 
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“The son of David,” they replied. 

He said to them, “How is it then that David, speaking by the Spirit, calls him ‘Lord’? For he says, 

“‘The Lord said to my Lord: 

    “Sit at my right hand 

until I put your enemies 

    under your feet.”’ 

If then David calls him ‘Lord,’ how can he be his son?” No one could say a word in reply, and 

from that day on no one dared to ask him any more questions. 

Matthew 22:41-45 

Jesus has sent three waves of frontal assault into headlong retreat; now His counter attack 

begins; it seems harmless enough, for He begins with a simple question about the Messiah’s 

paternity; the Pharisees who were there gave Him a clear and correct answer, at least from their 

point of view, the Messiah is the son of David. 

By asking them this question, Jesus is actually giving them His answer to the authority question 

from 21:23, for what He is about to tell them is that He is much more than the just the son of 

David. He quotes Psalm 110, in which David, under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit (“by the 

Spirit”) acknowledges this son as his Lord; how can that be if the son in question is merely 

David’s offspring? 

That is the question that shuts everyone up, and as Matthew has pointed out in the text, no one 

dared ask Him any more questions, for in this quotation of David himself, is revealed the 

transcendent character of the Messiah, who sits at the very right hand of God Himself. 

Jesus has come from God, full of the authority of God! 

Of course the Jewish religious leaders are now even more anxious to kill Him, because, whether 

they knew it or not, they were acting as the agents of Satan. 

Next I will give some background about what happens next in Matthew’s narrative, in which 

Jesus pronounces God’s judgment upon the religious leadership. 

 

Perspective on Matthew’s Continuing Narrative 

Matthew’s Gospel is one long narrative, with five themes that make up the five main sections of 

the book. Yet, even though there are shifts in theme, it is still one long narrative. Actually, if it 

helps you, we can think of the five main themes as phases of the narrative. Our discussion of 

this continuing narrative left off last time right in the middle of the section that comprises 

chapters 21-25 in which the theme (or phase) is the conflict between Jesus and the Jewish 

authorities. 
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During this time, Jesus acted in the role of an Old Testament prophet who exposes the utter 

hypocrisy of the Jewish leaders and their complete lack of righteousness (cf. Jer. 7:14, 26:4-12; 

Ex. 9:1-10; Dan. 9:26). By means of prophetic symbols (21:1-22) and parables (21:28-22:14) 

Jesus has warned the Jewish religious leadership of their impending judgment, and even of the 

impending judgment on the very temple over which they preside. When these leaders are 

reduced to silence in debate, Jesus seizes the offensive and exposes and denounces their 

prevailing character traits (23:1-36) and expounds on the doom that awaits them and the 

consequences that doom will bring upon their beloved city (23:37-39, 24:1-34).  

There will be a shift of scene in this process (cf. 23:1 and 24:1-3) yet the theme continues, for 

chapter 23 prepares us to recognize what is being discussed in 24:4 -25. In these last two 

chapters, Jesus is answering the disciples’ questions that resulted from the narrative of chapter 

23. The tone of chapter 23 seems harsh to our modern sensibilities, and we might wonder how 

such a loving Jesus could be so harsh. It is important for us to understand that the Jewish 

religious leadership has established a system that essentially excluded God, and in doing so, 

they were effectively trying to strangle the life out of God’s precious children; and why were they 

doing so? Because they had allowed themselves to become corrupt to their very cores. We can 

say that in chapter 23, Jesus brought this problem to their attention in a way that would have 

been hard for them to miss in one final attempt to bring them to repentance, or at least to bring 

some to repentance, and in this effort, Jesus succeeded. The majority as we know did not 

repent, and ultimately their actions caused the Son of God to be nailed to a cross to silence the 

truth. 

In connection with this, it is also worth noting that the harsh things Jesus said in chapter 23 are 

well within the conventions of the ancient world for prophetic pronouncements, both in the 

Hellenistic world and in the Judaic past, which is to say that what sounds surprisingly harsh to 

the modern ear, would not have seemed as much so in Jesus’ time. 

Finally, these verses carry a warning note for the church, lest we should succumb to same 

temptations to place our pride, prejudice, materialism and perceived position above the needs of 

the people we lead, and the will of God. 

Coming up next,  we will re-join Jesus as He has a little heart-to-heart with the Jewish 

leadership. 

  

Jesus Goes on the Offensive 

Matthew 23:1-12 

In these verses, Jesus goes on the offensive against His foe, and it is important to recognize 

that His foe is actually Satan, and not the Jewish religious leaders who have been deceived into 

playing the role as Satan’s shills. I point this out again, because what these texts are really all 

about is the larger spiritual conflict; we have seen over and over again that these leaders were 

incapable of seeing the obvious right in front of them, and I have pointed this out many times in 

this study. For Jesus, the ball game is in His play to the disciples and the crowd; He knows that 
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the Pharisees and teachers of the law aren’t going to change their minds because they have 

hardened their hearts. A few will understand and repent later… but precious few. 

As for the crowds, many will respond in time, perhaps because of what they have heard Jesus 

say, but most did not. The disciples however are the real prize, for they are destined to lead the 

church forward in its infancy; they must hang on with Jesus, and as you will see, the next two 

chapters of this section are discussion between Jesus and the disciples alone. Finally, in our 

day, in our world, not much has changed from Jesus’ day, and often the battles we find 

ourselves in have similar dynamics as we must deal with people who are really not our foes, 

even though they are in our faces. In such cases, the battleground is really in the hearts and 

minds of those who witness the events as they unfold  we would do well to remember this. 

Jesus, now in full Old Testament prophet mode, opens His assault by telling the people that 

they must do what their leaders tell them to do, acknowledging their position in the seat of 

Moses, and then tells the people not to do the things their leaders do, for they are hypocrites 

(23:1-4). 

He explains their hypocrisy by reminding the crowds that everything their leaders actually do is 

for show; to impress people with their importance, their righteousness, and their positions (23:5-

6). Then beginning in verse 7, Jesus asserts His divine authority, in my view as a preamble to 

what follows in 23:13 ff. They are not to call their leaders “Rabbi” or “teacher” for they have only 

one Teacher. They are not to call anybody “father” for they have only one Heavenly Father. 

They are not to call anyone “instructor” for they have only one Instructor, and He is the Messiah 

(who by the way is the One who is speaking).  

I’m not quite sure what else He could have said that would assert His superiority over everyone 

present that would have done so more thoroughly than He did in these verses. 

Then, a familiar refrain: “The greatest among you will be your servant. For those who exalt 

themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted.” Personally, I 

think this was for the disciples’ benefit, since they have heard Him say this a number of times, 

and haven’t seemed to comprehend it before.  

As verse 12 is reverberating across the Temple mount, Jesus is about to deliver God’s 

judgment upon the Jewish leaders, and all that they represent, but we must wait until next time 

to hear it! 

 

Judgment! 

Matthew 23:13-39 

After the preamble of 23:1-12 that we discussed in the last post, Jesus continued into this 

passage, often referred to as “The Seven Woes”. In these verses, we reach the very climax of 

the confrontation that began when Jesus entered the city, in which Jesus, now very much on the 

offensive, pronounces the judgment of God upon the “teachers of the law and Pharisees”, 
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representing the entire Jewish religious leadership of the day. For best results, please read the 

passage before you continue… 

“Woe” is a noun meaning “great sorrow or distress” and is used in conjunction with the judgment 

of God in apocalyptic passages throughout the Old and New Testaments, as Jesus, whom you 

will remember is still on a prophetic mode, does here. It is important that we remember the 

makeup of the audience He is speaking to as set forth in 23:1 “Then Jesus said to the crowds 

and to his disciples”; for the most part, the religious leaders had retreated to their private lair to 

lick their wounds, but I’m sure their “eyes and ears” were lurking… 

As we read His words, what forms is really the antitype of a disciple, a person who is the exact 

opposite of what it is to be a follower of Christ. In 23:13-15 we see that they have dedicated 

themselves to keeping people out of the Kingdom while Jesus invites all to enter. In 23:16-24 

we see them characterized as “blind guides” whose fallacious reasoning is focused on their 

obsession with the minutia of the law instead of things that are truly important, which creates an 

unbearable burden upon the faithful. 

In 23:25-28 we see that their great and awesome piety is nothing more than an external show 

for the benefit of others and to advance their social standing, while inside they are filthy with 

corruption. The final “woe” in 23:29-32 connects the leadership of that day with all of those who 

had come before and tortured and murdered God’s messengers for brining God’s truth to their 

guilty ears. Oh yes, the “teachers of the law and Pharisees” spoke of their high regard for the 

prophets of old, whom their ancestors had murdered, but even now they were plotting to murder 

Jesus: “Go ahead, then, and complete what your ancestors started!” (23:32) 

The next paragraph is huge: 

You snakes! You brood of vipers! How will you escape being condemned to hell? Therefore I 

am sending you prophets and sages and teachers. Some of them you will kill and crucify; others 

you will flog in your synagogues and pursue from town to town. And so upon you will come all 

the righteous blood that has been shed on earth, from the blood of righteous Abel to the blood 

of Zechariah son of Berekiah, whom you murdered between the temple and the altar. Truly I tell 

you, all this will come on this generation. (23:33-36) 

And so it did come to that generation, for the book of Acts is full of this story as the early church 

was persecuted by the Jewish religious establishment, just as Jesus said it would be, until God 

stepped in and destroyed Jerusalem. The destruction of Jerusalem was clearly on His mind as 

Jesus wraps up His address: 

Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the prophets and stone those sent to you, how often I have 

longed to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, and you 

were not willing. Look, your house is left to you desolate. For I tell you, you will not see me 

again until you say, ‘Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord.’ (23:37-39) 

For centuries God wanted a real relationship with His people, but time and time again they 

rebuffed Him. They turned their backs on Him, they perverted His laws, they murdered His 

messengers while pretending to be holy, and now they would murder His Son. Regrettably, they 
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would pay a steep price for their obstinate unbelief. These were Jesus’ last words in a public 

address. 

The harshness of chapter 23 stands in direct contrast to His words in the Sermon on the Mount, 

for the Sermon was a blueprint for a disciple, and the Woes describe the opposite approach, the 

approach of an adversary of God. With this, the stage has been set, the actors are all in their 

places, and Jesus has completed His work in Jerusalem for now. He and the disciples descend 

from the Temple area, cross the narrow Kidron Valley (more of a gulch than a valley), and 

ascend the Mount of Olives that overlooks the Temple. It is there where the action resumes a 

short while later as Jesus and the disciples discuss what has just taken place. 

 

Matthew’s Story Continues 

As mentioned in the last post, after Jesus completed His final public address with His lament for 

Jerusalem in 23:37-39, He and the disciples left the Temple area and walked to the Mount of 

Olives which overlooks the Temple Mount. Their conversation begins along the way as the 

disciples call His attention to the Temple: 

Jesus left the temple and was walking away when his disciples came up to him to call his 

attention to its buildings.  “Do you see all these things?”he asked. “Truly I tell you, not one stone 

here will be left on another; every one will be thrown down.” (24:1-2) 

It is vital that we catch the timing of this: First the lament for Jerusalem, they leave and as they 

do, the disciples call His attention to the Temple, and He tells them it will be completely 

destroyed.  

You may recall that when Jesus first arrived in Jerusalem, He went to the temple and cleared it 

in an act of active prophecy, directing our attention to its having been corrupted by the reigning 

Jewish religious establishment. Then we had that odd little scene the next morning when Jesus 

cursed the fig tree; another prophetic act that hinted at what would happen in the city. That was 

followed by the conflict at the temple, which has just ended; Jesus laments the city, and now, 

only minutes later, after pronouncing judgment against the religious establishment, tells the 

disciples that the temple will be destroyed. They arrive at the Mount of Olives, and sit down 

privately; they ask Him a question: 

As Jesus was sitting on the Mount of Olives, the disciples came to him privately. “Tell us,” they 

said, “when will this happen, and what will be the sign of your coming and of the end of the 

age?” (24:3) 

It is important for us to notice that “this” can refer to nothing other than the destruction of the 

temple, for that is what they have been talking about: it is the context. It is also important that we 

note that their question contains a premise that the destruction of the temple is going to happen 

at the same time He returns and the age ends.  
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As the disciples would soon discover, the premise of their question was false; Jesus answered 

two different questions in His rather frank response that extends from 24:3 all the way through 

chapter 25. 

This text is a controversial one today; there are many views on it and gallons of ink have been 

spilled as people record their thoughts. You may have a view that differs from mine, and that’s 

OK with me. Rather than get into a laborious discussion of the exegetic details, I will continue 

with Matthew’s larger narrative as we continue, for in my view, the larger narrative is vastly more 

important than getting lost in the details.  

 

Jerusalem and the Temple Destroyed 

Matthew 24:1-35 

Matthew 24:3 contains the question the disciples asked Jesus privately about His remarks in 

24:1-2, when overlooking downtown Jerusalem; He told them that the place was going to be 

destroyed. Their question, as I mentioned last time, was a twofold one: When would “this” 

happen”, and “what would be the “sign of your coming and the end of the age”. In our text Jesus 

answers the first part of the question: “When will this happen?” 

Verses 4-14 speak of the run up to this time of Jerusalem’s destruction: There will be false 

Messiahs, rumors of wars, famines, earthquakes, persecutions, hatred… 

His message is that they should not be alarmed or deceived, for these things show us business 

as usual in this world, not the end.  

What? You don’t believe me? 

People in our time tend to be unfamiliar with history, but surely no one will claim that war, 

famine, earthquakes, persecution, hatred turning away from God and false messianic claims 

were just invented! No, of course not; these things have been going on since day one, and they 

will continue until day last… 

The next section, in 24:15-28, tells of how they would know that the end has come for 

Jerusalem: “So when you see standing in the holy place ‘the abomination that causes 

desolation,’ spoken of through the prophet Daniel” they are to get themselves out of Judea as 

quickly as humanly possible. To fully understand this statement, we must first recognize that the 

word “desolation” means “emptiness”; a “desolate” place is a place that is empty. In this case, 

Jesus is referring to a pagan Roman army that has arrived at the holy city for the purpose of 

destroying it and murdering its inhabitants. In the end, the ruins of their once great city were 

desolate indeed. 

24:22-25 tell of an opportunity to escape the siege of the city for those who had been unable to 

flee earlier, for without any warning, the Romans withdrew from the siege, fell back, joined with 

another Roman army that had come to reinforce them, and then returned to the siege. When 
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this happened, according to the Jewish historian Josephus, the Jews celebrated, while the 

Christians fled. The Christians were saved, the Jews were not. 

Finally, we see some transition in 24:26-28 where Jesus once again reinforces that we need 

never listen to anyone who tells us that He is coming or about to come soon. His coming did not 

take place when God’s judgment of the Jerusalem occurred in 70 AD; that is for certain. When 

He does come, everyone will know about it. 

Remember the context in which this passage falls; Jesus has just completed the conflict with the 

Jewish authorities (21-22) and has just pronounced God’s judgment on their unbelief in chapter 

23, then He tells the disciples Jerusalem will be destroyed; they ask about it, and He gave His 

answer that we have just surveyed briefly. Next time, we will look at His answer to the other 

question they asked in 24:3. 

 

The Day and the Hour 

Matthew 24:36-50 

Once the transition (24:29-34) is completed, Jesus answers the second question the disciples 

asked Him, about the sign and time of His coming (24:3). 

The short answer is: He will come when He comes, and everyone will be surprised. 

This is a hard answer for most people to take; even now there are many who write books with 

long lists of “signs” and “what must happen” before He comes. I’ve often said that if I wanted to 

make a million dollars in a hurry, I’d write one of those and make a video series with every last 

titillating detail, but I fear that I’m not clever enough to make them all up! 

24:36-37 makes this point about as clearly as it could possibly be made: Jesus didn’t even know 

when He would return. He expands on this theme in vv. 38-41: It will be just like the flood in 

Noah’s time. People were going about their lives, just as on any other day, and then it 

happened: Surprise!  

“Therefore keep watch, because you do not know on what day your Lord will come. But 

understand this: If the owner of the house had known at what time of night the thief was 

coming, he would have kept watch and would not have let his house be broken into. So you also 

must be ready, because the Son of Man will come at an hour when you do not expect him. 

(24:42-44) 

There it is again; it will be a surprise; enough with the signs already! The real question is not 

when will He return, it’s “are we ready if He returned today”? Maybe this is unfair of me, but I’ve 

often wondered if so many people were fascinated about wild speculations, signs and lists 

simply to avoid having to answer that question… 

The last few verses of the chapter (24:45-50) make the point yet again with a servant and 

returning master, which of course would be us (His servants) and Jesus (our master). If He 
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returned today, what would He find us doing? I haven’t been counting, but Jesus, in this short 

passage, has told us that His return will be a surprise several times, several different ways; we 

might think He’s made His point by now. Yet still, even now, people today speculate and invent 

and write… 

What makes this even more amazing, is that the entire next chapter keeps giving the same 

answer to this question, as Jesus tells the disciples three parables; we’ll begin our look at them 

next time. 

 

The Pace Picks Up 

Matthew 26:1-16 

We have now begun the final section of Matthew’s Gospel. I don’t want to interrupt the narrative 

of Matthew’s story, so I will compile a Bonus Post with the background on this section, which is 

quite interesting. I will say that you will notice that Matthew really picks up the pace from this 

point forward… 

This text has three parts that flow in rapid succession. By arranging the narrative in this way, 

Matthew shows us that there is quite a lot going on behind the scenes at or about the same 

time. We begin with Jesus and the disciples (26:1-2) which is set in time as “When Jesus had 

finished saying all these things…” (26:1). From this transition we come to see that they are all 

sitting there where Jesus has been giving the Olivet Discourse; Jesus finished the Parable of 

the Sheep and Goats… and then said… 

That He was about to be crucified. 

Isn’t it interesting that He has told them everything we have seen in 24-25, and then brings them 

right back to His messianic mission:  

He must die? 

Matthew immediately follows this statement by shifting to the Jewish leaders behind closed 

doors plotting His secret arrest and His murder (26:3-5). 

Next, in verse 6 we have a scene change; now Jesus and the disciples have left the Mount of 

Olives and walked the few miles to Bethany where they are in the home of Simon the Leper. 

Nothing more is said about Simon, and thus we can’t be quite sure of who he was, or if he was 

even present. The scene centers on an unidentified woman who anoints Jesus with “a very 

expensive perfume”. The disciples object, saying that the ointment could have been sold for a 

lot of money, and then the money given to the poor; apparently they had been listening to 

Jesus’ story of the sheep and goats. Yet Jesus tells them something else that should bring them 

back to His messianic mission: she was preparing His body for burial! 

Is It just me, or are those disciples just not hearing Him when He tells them that He is about to 

be killed? 
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Then Judas slips out and goes back into Jerusalem and makes his deal with the chief priests to 

deliver Jesus into their hands so they can kill Him. 

Yes, momentous events are moving quickly now. 

 

The Last Supper 

Matthew 26:17-30 

This passage opens with Jesus giving instructions to the disciples about the arrangements for 

the Passover meal that remind us of His instructions to them in 21:1-3 about the arrangements 

for His entry into Jerusalem. After everything had been arranged, the scene opens at the meal 

itself. This narrative is broken into two sections, each beginning with the words “while they were 

eating”. The first, 26:20-25 is all about the betrayal of Jesus, the second (26:26-30) covers 

Jesus’ institution of the Lord’s Supper. 

Matthew’s account, though it gives these details, omits most of the details that John includes, 

such as Jesus’ washing their feet, and John’s lengthy account of the final discourses, and in 

this, Matthew is continuing the choppy pace that began at the beginning of this chapter; he 

reminds us a little of the way Mark covered most everything. Yet while he is leaving out some of 

the dramatic discussions of that evening, Matthew is once again focusing our attention on the 

ultimate mission of Jesus: His appointment with the cross. 

In the first part, notice that when Jesus tells them that His betrayer is in their midst, the disciples 

are “sad” and say “surely you don’t mean me, Lord” (26:22). Matthew gives a direct quote from 

the denial of Judas in 26:25: “Surely you don’t mean me, Rabbi”. It may be nothing, but there is 

a slight difference between the eleven who said “Lord” and the one who said “Rabbi”, for in 

calling Jesus “teacher”, Judas seems to be expressing respect for Jesus as a teacher, but 

withholding his obedience to the Lordship of Jesus. Whatever his intent, Judas’ remark was 

disingenuous at best. 

In His reply to Judas, Jesus seems to be revealing that He isn’t buying the denial. 

In 26:26-30, we have the institution of the Last Supper, one of the most hotly debated aspects of 

the Faith traditionally, as disagreements among believers have literally divided the Body multiple 

times for the past thousand years or so. Ironically, however, everyone agrees that the partaking 

of the bread and the cup point us to the cross, the one thing that unites all Christians. 
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Predictions of Desertion  

Matthew 26:31-35 

In the entire series of events beginning with the plot of Judas and ending with his suicide, the 

disciples aren’t portrayed in a very flattering light, but Jesus isn’t surprised by any of this, in fact 

He predicts it. It is really quite easy for us to look down our very righteous noses at the disciples’ 

actions that night; yes they failed miserably. Would we have acted differently in their places? 

I rather doubt it. Trying to honestly place myself in their shoes, I must (grudgingly) admit that the 

scene in the Garden when the mob comes to arrest Jesus would probably have done it for me, 

for seeing this Man whom I had witnessed walking on water and calming storms being taken 

away quietly by such a motley force would simply have blown my mind, and even now, knowing 

how the story ends… it still blows my mind! No, I don’t think I’ll be joining the finger-pointers on 

this one. 

Jesus tells them that on this night they will all disown Him, citing the prophecy from Zech. 13:7, 

and they are astonished, and proclaim their faithfulness; Peter is their spokesman. Notice that 

just as they did when Jesus predicted His death, they missed the last part. Shouldn’t they be 

saying something like, “What did you mean, ‘after you have risen’?” But they didn’t say that. 

Matthew tells the familiar story about Peter’s three denials and the rooster crowing, and again 

Peter steadfastly says he won’t do any such thing: 

But Peter declared, “Even if I have to die with you, I will never disown you.” And all the other 

disciples said the same. (26:35) 

Ultimately, Peter’s claim would turn out to be true, but on this night, they would all falter.  

The way I see it, there was much too much at stake for God to let the disciples get in the way of 

events, for it was vital that Jesus keep His appointment with the cross, for this was at the very 

core of God’s eternal purpose of redemption. Suppose that the disciples fought the troops in the 

garden, as Peter started to do, and a general engagement ensued. What would become of 

God’s purpose if there had been a bloodbath in the Garden? 

No, Jesus, the Lamb of God, had to go quietly in submission to do His Father’s will, and the 

disciples needed to get out of the way and let Him do it, for they had a critical role to play in the 

early years of the church− of course, this is just speculation on my part. Next time, we pick up 

the action in the Garden of Gethsemane. 
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Bonus Post: The Passion Narrative 

Matthew 26:1-28:20 

This final section of Matthew’s account of Jesus is quite interesting for several reasons and is 

deserving of a little extra background information. To begin, it is comprised of three parts, the 

first of which runs from 26:1-56 in which Jesus actively predicts and accepts the course of 

events that culminate in His death. In these scenes there is a cohesiveness that is comprised of 

Jesus’ own words that detail coming events, and even set them in motion; they are punctuation 

by prophetic announcements concerning upcoming scenes (See 26:3, 12, 18, 21, 24, 31, 32, 

34, 45, 50, 54, 56). With this continuing contrast between Jesus’ foreknowledge and His 

constant determination to do the Father’s will (cf. 26:34, 39, 42, 54, 56) Matthew shows us that 

the Passion of Jesus was not a strange twist at the end of the story, but a conscious and 

voluntary self-sacrifice made to accomplish God’s will.  

The second part extends from 26:57-27:50, in which Jesus moves away from being an active 

participant and into a passive role, seldom speaking and silently enduring pain and humiliation 

as God’s suffering servant. Following Jesus’ death in 27:50, God once again takes an active 

role in the story, confirming His pleasure with His Son’s actions through miraculous signs of 

approval. As a result, the mocking of the Jewish leaders in 27:38-41 is replaced by Gentile 

onlookers’ claim that Jesus was “the Son of God” (27:54). The Jewish leaders take every 

precaution to ensure that no one can claim Jesus had risen from the tomb by posting guards; 

yet He bursts forth from that very same tomb. You no doubt know the story and the series of 

events; God is quite active in the remainder of the narrative. 

There is another aspect of the Passion that might be of interest: The Passion has many 

parallels with the opening section of Matthew’s Gospel (1:1-4:17). The concluding section of 

Matthew’s account brings to a climax the rising Jewish opposition that began way back when 

Herod attempted to kill Jesus at the time of His birth (2:16-18 cf. Rev. 12:1-4). We might also 

note that early in the story, the “chief priests and teachers of the law” are aligned with political 

forces in opposition to Jesus (2:4-6). In addition, the final section resumes the emphasis on 

prophetic fulfillment in a manner parallel to the opening chapters (Chs. 1-5 cf. 26:56, 59; 27:9-

10). The latter chapters also abound with references to Old Testament texts (e.g. Ps. 22, 69; 

Zech. 11:13; Is. 50-53).  

There are many themes, ideas and phrases that were found in early chapters which are 

repeated in the final section such as forgiveness of sins (1:21; 9:6; 20:28; 26:28), as well as 

terms relative to Jesus such as Christ, King of the Jews, shepherd and  Son of God. Even the 

mocking scenes have a parallel in the Temptation narrative (4:1-11) when the mockers take on 

the role of tempters to try and deflect Jesus from His course of doing God’s will.  

Finally, the ending of the narrative (28:18-20) recalls the themes of: A mountain as the place of 

revelation, the universal appeal of the Gospel and the abiding presence of Christ, and with this 

abiding in the last sentence, it is as though Matthew has taken us full circle, back to Jesus in 

Galilee. Clearly, with this final command to teach “everything I have commanded you” we find 

that the entirety of Matthew’s narrative becomes an active part of our Christian lives. 



136 
 

 

 

In the Garden 

Matthew 26:36-46 

Matthew shifts the scene to the Garden of Gethsemane (which means “oil press”). This is 

another scene that is no doubt a familiar one for most all of us, a scene that has an odd feel to 

it, when we see the contrast between the Jesus of the prior scenes, confidently predicting His 

death, secure in the knowledge that He is doing His Father’s will, and the Jesus of Gethsemane 

who is troubled and mournful, asking His Father for another way. It might prompt us to ask, “Is 

there an internal conflict going on?” 

I don’t think there is, but at the same time I must admit that off the top of my head, I can’t think 

of another scene in which Jesus seems conflicted about anything, maybe we’d better have a 

look at His Gethsemane prayer! 

Here’s the scene: They went to Gethsemane where Jesus left 8 disciples, went a little further 

with 3 disciples, left them and went still further to be alone to pray. As the disciples were being 

placed in their positions, Jesus “began to be sorrowful and troubled” (26:37).Jesus told the three 

that   “My soul is overwhelmed with sorrow to the point of death. Stay here and keep watch with 

me” (26:38) Matthew records these words as His prayer: 

“My Father, if it is possible, may this cup be taken from me. Yet not as I will, but as you will.” 

(26:39) 

“My Father, if it is not possible for this cup to be taken away unless I drink it, may your will be 

done.”  (26:42) 

Matthew also tells us that Jesus “fell with his face to the ground” in 26:37, and that He prayed 

the same thing a third time in 26:44. Interestingly, he only gives us one-liners for the prayers, 

yet Jesus was praying long enough for the disciples to fall asleep, so we can safely assume that 

more was said in those prayers… 

One of the highest and boldest forms of piety in Israel was the prayer of lament (cf. Ps. 31:10; 

40:11-13; 42:6, 9-11; 43:1-5; 55:4-8; 116:3-4) and it was not all that unusual for someone to ask 

God to change His mind (cf. Ex. 32:10-14; 2Kings 20:1-6; 2Sam 15:25-26).  

Jesus knew His mission, He was OK with His mission; He was determined. Yet, as the hour 

approached, He seemed to wonder if there might be another way to accomplish it, for He was 

fully human after all. Notice what He did: He took this to His Father in an attitude of submission; 

for He would do His Father’s will whatever that will turned out to be. Please take special note of 

this, for He was troubled and He cried out to God in submissiveness, not in rebellion. That is 

where we tend to go wrong, don’t you think? We might cry out to God, but we don’t always do 

so in submission to His will, preferring our own plans instead. 
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Apparently, Jesus got the “go ahead as planned” message from His Father, for we see these 

words in the concluding verses of this passage: 

Then he returned to the disciples and said to them, “Are you still sleeping and resting? Look, the 

hour has come, and the Son of Man is delivered into the hands of sinners. Rise! Let us go! Here 

comes my betrayer!” (26:45-46) 

From that moment forward, there were no doubts, no questions; God’s redemption of Mankind 

would move into full execution. 

Those disciples? Obviously they had failed to grasp the gravity of the situation, as they would 

continue to do, as the most momentous events in all of history unfolded… 

 

Arrested! 

Matthew 26:47-56 

As Jesus was saying the words of 26:46, the party sent to arrest Him is entering the scene with 

Judas in the lead. In the events that follow, there are a few actions that have an almost comical 

quality to them, even though this is serious business. Judas had a sign for the arresting party: 

‘Grab the one I kiss.’ So old Judas walks up to Jesus as though everything was completely 

normal and says, “Greetings Rabbi,” and kisses Him. Now to be quite sure, this was a normal 

sort of greeting back in the day, but I almost want to laugh at the comic nature of it. Judas came 

onto the scene at the head of an armed mob, and pretends nothing is amiss, even though Judas 

Knew that Jesus knew what he was up to− incredible. 

Jesus was placed under arrest, and then lo and behold, who should produce a sword and start 

swinging it? Our pal, Peter! Peter’s action should get high marks for courage, low marks for 

intelligence, and failing marks for understanding. Yes, it was courageous, maybe even heroic, 

but if a battle were to follow, Jesus and the Eleven are dead right then and there. But then 

Jesus, from Peter’s point of view, is a sort of “wild card”; what would He do in the situation? 

Jesus stepped in instantly, and put a stop to the whole business of violence, heals the man that 

Peter had struck, and tells Peter to stand down. Perhaps reading Peter’s mind, Jesus said: 

Do you think I cannot call on my Father, and he will at once put at my disposal more than twelve 

legions of angels? But how then would the Scriptures be fulfilled that say it must happen in this 

way? (26:53-54) 

If you wonder about such things, 12 legions of angels would produce about 75,000 very 

unhappy angels, but the cavalry would not be coming to the rescue on that night, for God’s will 

went in a different direction. Then Jesus addressed the mob that had come to arrest Him: 

Am I leading a rebellion, that you have come out with swords and clubs to capture me? Every 

day I sat in the temple courts teaching, and you did not arrest me. But this has all taken place 

that the writings of the prophets might be fulfilled. (26:55-56a) 
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Actually that He was leading a rebellion was most likely exactly what everyone thought, for they 

saw Him as the son of David come to reclaim the throne; the Messiah come to conquer and 

restore Israel to greatness, the King of the Jews. Jesus rubbed their noses in their error by 

pointing out that they could have grabbed Him at any time, but they had waited until now, under 

cover of darkness, and with that, Jesus would address the crowds no more; He went away 

quietly and meekly to do His Father’s will and accomplish the real mission of the Messiah. 

That was also when His disciples finally comprehended that His mission was not conquest and 

the reinstatement of the Nation of Israel among the Pantheon of Nations. Of course, that is not 

to suggest that they yet comprehended what His mission really was; that would come later. 

Many scholars have written that they believe this also included Judas, who might well have 

been shocked that those legions of angels did not come. These scholars believe that Judas 

betrayed Jesus to force the issue and get Jesus’ messianic mission completed more quickly, a 

sort of helping push in the right direction. 

For me, that’s a bit of a stretch too far, but it is an interesting theory. Whatever motivated Judas, 

there was no going back now and old Judas was in a very bad state, as the whole of Creation 

held its breath… 

 

Jesus on Trial 

Matthew 26:57-68 

Let’s all be very clear on one point: This trial was a joke. If you miss this point, then you miss the 

entire scene. 

There really isn’t much left to be said. Notice that they were looking to convict Him of something, 

anything, based upon false evidence and false witnesses (26:60) and even by cheating, they 

couldn’t manage the job. Then, they catch a break when two men came forward to say: “This 

fellow said, ‘I am able to destroy the temple of God and rebuild it in three days.’” And the chief 

priest jumps for his chance: “Are you not going to answer? What is this testimony that these 

men are bringing against you?” (26:62), Jesus remains silent. 

In verse 63, he asks Jesus if He is the Son of God. Jesus, the Suffering Servant breaks His 

silence and actually helped them out: 

You have said so,” Jesus replied. “But I say to all of you: From now on you will see the Son of 

Man sitting at the right hand of the Mighty One and coming on the clouds of heaven.” (26:64) 

That did the trick; the trial was over. 

It seems that our old friend Peter was lurking in the background; I wonder what he was thinking 

at that moment as Jesus was found “worthy of death” for telling the truth to the Jewish 

leadership. We will get some insight into his thinking in the next scene, next time. 
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Peter has a Rough Night 

Matthew 26:69-75 

Quite a lot has taken place since Jesus told the disciples that they would disown Him. Quite a 

lot has taken place since Peter objected to that and Jesus told him he would deny Jesus three 

times that very night. 

Jesus has been arrested, tried in a joke of a trial and been found guilty of blasphemy and 

condemned to die; Peter was outside listening to the proceedings. You might recall that when 

Jesus was arrested, Peter drew his sword and cut off the ear of one of the guards, but Jesus 

had stepped in to stop Peter, replacing the man’s ear. Then Jesus told the crowd off for not 

doing their foul deeds in public, and Peter, along with the other disciples had fled the scene. 

The disciples had learned a great deal over the past few years from Jesus, but in spite of at 

least three warnings, they hadn’t quite gotten the point of Jesus’ mission as the Messiah; that 

He had come not to conquer the Romans and restore Israel as a Nation of the earth, but instead 

had come to conquer sin and death and establish a Kingdom not of this world. Jesus told the 

group about His real mission three times, each of which ended by Jesus telling them He was 

going die at the hands of the Jewish leaders, and then rise again from the grave on the third 

day. Yet in each instance, the disciples reacted to His death prediction and apparently didn’t 

notice the resurrection prediction. 

Peter now knew that Jesus was about to die, but the resurrection part of the story still eluded 

him. Remembering Jesus’ words of earlier that evening, he now creeps of and weeps bitterly 

over his own rejection of his Master in front of those in and around the place of His trial. For 

Peter, relief from his agony was still far off, but he wasn’t the only one having a bad night; 

Judas, the betrayer was having a worse night. 

 

Judas Has His Own Problems 

Matthew 27:1-10 

Peter is having a bad night, but he isn’t the only one having remorse for his betrayal; Judas is 

having a worse night. When Jesus was condemned by the Jewish leaders in a classic act of 

perfidy against God, Judas is suddenly filled with remorse for his actions. He went back to the 

chief priests and an exchange takes place that is nothing short of incredible: 

When Judas, who had betrayed him, saw that Jesus was condemned, he was seized with 

remorse and returned the thirty pieces of silver to the chief priests and the elders. “I have 

sinned,” he said, “for I have betrayed innocent blood.” 

“What is that to us?” they replied. “That’s your responsibility.” (27:3-4) 

The chief priest had what they wanted, they couldn’t care less either for Judas or for the 

righteousness that they prided themselves on and went out of their way to show off in public. 

Judas threw the money into the temple and then went out and committed suicide, so great was 
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his remorse. Yet were the chief priests having second thoughts about these events? Well 

actually, yes they were: 

The chief priests picked up the coins and said, “It is against the law to put this into the treasury, 

since it is blood money.” So they decided to use the money to buy the potter’s field as a burial 

place for foreigners. (27:6-7) 

Yes sir, the chief priests did have some second thoughts; they couldn’t return the money to the 

treasury, for that would be unlawful! 

Just let this sink in for a moment… 

It wouldn’t seem that they had any problem with condemning an innocent man to death; their 

long awaited Messiah, no less, but they wanted to be sure they handled the returned bribe 

according to the rules, and they used it to buy real estate. 

The sheer magnitude of their perfidy is almost incomprehensible. 

What makes this even more incredible is that their action fulfilled the prophecy of Jeremiah (See 

Zech. 11:12,13; Jer. 19:1-13; 32:6-9). Are not the chief priests the very ones who should have 

known this? 

Yes, of all the people they should have known what they were doing, and in fact, since they 

agreed it was blood money, I would suggest that they did know what they were doing, but they 

simply did not care, for on that night, they were on the payroll of Satan. 

 

Pilate Bows to Pressure 

Matthew 27:11-26 

Matthew makes one thing very clear above all else; Pilate wanted nothing to do with the Jesus 

matter. Notice in verses 11-14 that Pilate is trying to engage Jesus in a defense against the 

charges brought by the Jewish leaders, and Jesus declines to engage: Suffering Servant. Pilate 

is amazed by this. In 15-21, Pilate tries to free Jesus, as part of his annual custom of pardon, 

and the people, instigated by the Jewish leaders choose Barabbas instead. Notice verse 18 that 

tells us he knew Jesus had been handed over to him out of the leaders’ self interest; no, Pilate 

wanted a way out of this situation, for he knew perfectly well that Jesus had done nothing 

wrong. 

Pilate’s situation is made worse when he receives that famous note from his wife about her 

dream… 

But the Jewish leaders were unrelenting in their demand for His blood. Doesn’t that strike you 

as the greatest irony of all time? 

In verse 21, the pagan governor goes out of his way to shame them, as he washes his hands of 

the matter in a symbolic act of utter contempt, telling them that Jesus’ blood will be on their 
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hands. He will bow to their pressure, for he, like the Jewish leaders in earlier scenes feared that 

the crowds would turn ugly, and if there was one thing a Roman official did not want on his 

record, it was a riot; such things had ruined the careers of many officials before him, so Pilate 

bows to pressure, and sends Jesus off for a good flogging and execution, simply to appease the 

mob. 

And with this, Satan and his human agents charged headlong into an ambush, for through their 

great rebellion, their treachery, lies, corruption and pure malice, they brought God’s eternal 

purpose to fruition, and secured their ultimate doom in the process. 

 

God Keeps His Promises 

Matthew 27:27-56 

I doubt that you need me to go through the details of Matthew’s text concerning Jesus’ 

scourging and crucifixion, for you can probably tell the story yourself, and there is always the 

link to the text itself. Nor am I inclined to indulge in the gruesome and macabre business of 

reciting the violent and bloody details so as to encourage a sense of guilt and self loathing 

among my readers, for to do so is, sadly, to miss the point of the events on that most fateful of 

days. 

On that day, as on all other days, a priest stepped out onto the highest point of the Temple, 

ready to blow his horn at exactly three o’clock. This was done every day to announce the 

sacrifices that reminded the people that God was faithful to keep His promise to deliver Israel 

from their sins. Unbeknownst to the priest blowing the horn, the real action on that day of days 

was taking place a short distance away at a location known as Golgotha, the place of the skull. 

For at Golgotha, the Son of God cried out and gave up His Spirit, in the last and final sacrifice of 

the Old Covenant− at that very moment, God fulfilled His promises to both Moses and Abraham, 

and completed His act of ultimate redemption. It was the dawn of a whole new age, the last age 

of this world. 

As the hour approached, the skies had begun to darken. The taunts of the Jewish leaders that 

had begun when Jesus was nailed to cross, had died down; many people had gone home 

thinking the spectacle was pretty much over; there was a sense of unease among those who 

had remained. Jesus quoted the 22md Psalm near the end, and again there was a buzz in the 

crowd that remained; was He calling for Elijah to save Him?  

But Jesus did not need saving, He was the Savior! 

At the moment of His death, God springs back into action; there is an earthquake, and although 

the people at Golgotha didn’t know it yet, the veil in the Temple that barred entry into the Most 

Holy Place, the barrier that had separated all of humanity from God’s presence, had been torn 

open, for no longer was Mankind to be kept away from God. 

In stark contrast to the ridicule of the Jewish leaders who should have known better, pagan 

Roman soldiers shame them by calling out that Jesus was indeed the Son of God! 
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The events of that day were of such magnitude, that it would take mere humans quite some 

time to process them. 

Yet there wouldn’t be much time for reflection because God had quite a bit more to do… 

 

Jesus is Buried 

Matthew 27:57-61 

Matthew blows right through this part, and my original thought was that I would also blow past 

the burial of Jesus and then through the posting of guards, and concentrate on his account of 

the resurrection. Yet as I was reading through the text, the thought hit me that the modern 

reader may miss some rather important points here, that Matthew would not have needed to 

mention to his original audience. 

You see, dear reader, the Romans did not allow bodies to be taken down from crosses as a 

rule; they were left to rot. 

There are two great empires in the history of Man that stand out as the two most successful 

Empires of all, the Roman Empire of antiquity and the British Empire of modern times. Most 

historians that I am familiar with say that the British were so successful in building an Empire 

because they brought British law with them and established about as much justice as one can, 

while subjugating a people. The Roman Empire worked because the Romans allowed an 

unusual amount of local autonomy, as we see clearly in the Gospels, and the New Testament 

writings in general. A provincial outpost such as Judea would have local governance within 

certain limits, as long as there was no overt rebellion against the Romans. If there was open 

opposition to the Romans, then their response would be swift, violent and brutal, as those in 

Judea would discover about 40 years later.  

Individuals who didn’t follow the Roman rules were also dealt with merciless brutality, and that is 

where crucifixion came into play. Let’s be honest, crucifixion was not a very efficient method of 

execution; if the victim wasn’t roughed up too badly beforehand, it would take days for them to 

die, and that meant that guards would need to be posted for days to ensure that the victim 

wasn’t saved. The reason is that there is nothing inherently fatal about being nailed to a cross. 

By having the victim suffering in agony for days on public display served as a warning to all 

others not to cross the line. 

But wait that’s not all! After the person finally died, their body would be left on the cross to rot 

and stink and be picked at by scavenger birds or animals until they fell apart in a heap of bones 

that dogs would chew on. That is why Golgotha (place of skulls) had its name. In Judea, as a 

concession to Jewish sensibilities, the Romans usually broke the legs of the victims before the 

Sabbath so they would suffocate… that was a good day to be crucified, as oddly as that may 

sound, because if you were nailed to a cross on the day after the Sabbath, and hadn’t been 

scourged first, you would be up there alive for several days. 
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Joseph was a rich and influential man, and a secret follower of Jesus. He is the kind of person 

who could get an appointment to see Pilate, and apparently as a favor, Pilate agrees to allow an 

honorable and decent burial for Jesus, whom he knows to be innocent, possibly as a last shot at 

the Jewish leaders.  

Consider Joseph’s position here; he is, in a sense, “coming out” when he went to Pilate, putting 

himself in jeopardy by claiming the body. In doing so, he has just put a big target on his own 

back. 

And thus, Jesus is laid to rest in haste on that most fateful of all days. 

 

Jesus Rises from the Grave 

Matthew 28:1-15 

Matthew’s account of the events that day, the day of the resurrection of Jesus Christ, varies 

from that of Mark and Luke, and while we can discuss that some other time, I would point out 

that Matthew’s account carries forward His emphasis throughout the narrative of both Kingdom 

and the messianic mission of Jesus; in fact, these two themes are virtually inseparable: Jesus’ 

messianic mission was to establish His kingdom, which is not of this world. No, I haven’t 

forgotten that Jesus came to die on the cross for the redemption of Mankind; rather I am 

asserting that He did so in order to establish the Kingdom as a present reality. 

Early on the first day of the week, which is the day after the Sabbath (Sunday), the women 

come to see the tomb. Unlike Mark and Luke, Matthew doesn’t get into the exact purpose for 

this. They arrive and then God springs into action again: There is a violent earthquake, as the 

angel of the Lord comes down and rolls the stone away from the tomb, and sits down on it and 

speaks to the women. 

If you recall, we have seen the angel of the Lord speaking before in Matthew’s Gospel, way 

back when it was time to announce the birth of the Lord. Here he is again, only this time he 

bears an even more exciting message: He has risen! 

Notice in verse 2 the contrast between that stone which was sealed and guarded at the behest 

of the Jewish authorities has now been thrown open and the angel sits on it, making clear the 

futility of the actions of the Jewish leaders to suppress God’s purpose. Notice also that the 

guards were still there and saw the whole thing and ironically fall down as though they were the 

dead ones, while the dead One had just risen from the grave. That’s some nifty writing if you 

ask me! 

The angel quickly interprets the events for the women, gives them instructions, and invites them 

to see for themselves; they look in the empty tomb and hurry off. We shouldn’t pass this by 

without taking notice that God set events into motion so that women were the witness to all of 

this. In those days, few would likely believe a couple of hysterical women, but the only men 

present were the guards, who lay terrified on the ground: Interesting point to consider. 
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As the women hurried off, who do you suppose they would run into?  

Well Jesus, who else? He tells them not to be afraid, and confirms their instructions… 

Those guards were still back at the tomb with a really tough decision to make; could they 

possibly tell the truth about what had happened, who would believe them? I must say that at 

first, they made the courageous choice; they went to the high priests and actually told the truth. 

Now, the chief priests were on the spot: What would they do?  

It was as though they now had one last chance to turn things around, for here were two terrified 

guards, veterans of brutal war, tough guys, who had just witnessed the resurrection of Jesus. 

The chief priests could have believed them, and it would seem that they actually did believe 

them, but rather than repent before God, they came up with a plan to deceive Mankind. 

And to think that just the other day, they had asked for guards to be posted to keep the 

“deceiver” in His grave. Who was really the deceiver? In fact, “deceiver” is an interesting choice 

of words, for is not Satan the “Deceiver”? 

They bribed the guards to tell a lie, and then bribed Pilate not to have them killed for falling 

asleep on guard duty. As if their actions hadn’t sunk low enough in having Jesus murdered, now 

they actually found a way to sink even lower; you might want to keep in mind next time you read 

the book of Acts, that the chief priest really knew the truth about Jesus, and we can prove it, for 

if they hadn’t believed the guards, then why they need to bribe them? 

 

The Torch is Passed 

Then the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain where Jesus had told them to 

go. When they saw him, they worshiped him; but some doubted. Then Jesus came to them and 

said, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore go and make 

disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy 

Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with 

you always, to the very end of the age.” 

Matthew 28:16-20 

So much has been written, taught and debated concerning these few verses; I have done all of 

the above myself. For the purposes of this study of Matthew, I think it best to approach this 

strictly within its context in Matthew’s narrative. 

Throughout his narrative, Matthew has been very careful to demonstrate Jesus as proclaiming 

the Kingdom. He shows Jesus’ proclamation, he shows Jesus teaching what it means to be a 

citizen of the Kingdom, and then Jesus going out and demonstrating the power of the Kingdom. 

After that, Matthew shows how Jesus shifts His emphasis to revealing to the disciples just who 

He was, and what His mission was so that they might come to understand the means by which 

His Kingdom would be established. All of this was done for the purpose of preparing the 

disciples to carry on the Kingdom work of Jesus. 
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At this point in Matthew’s narrative, Jesus has completed His messianic mission precisely 

according to plan. The redemptive work has been completed so that humans might receive 

God’s grace and enter this new Kingdom relationship. Thus, the risen Lord is now passing the 

Kingdom torch to the disciples and from here on, it will be up to them to proclaim the Kingdom 

and make disciples as Jesus had done with them. 

They have graduated from disciple, to makers of disciples. 

Luke tells us that after this Jesus told the disciples to return to Jerusalem and wait for the Holy 

Spirit to come upon them, and of course we know that this took place a short time later at 

Pentecost, where the Kingdom kicked off with the disciples, now Apostles in the vanguard. We 

also know that the Holy Spirit comes upon each one of us when we receive Christ and rise from 

the waters of baptism, and thus, the torch passes down through all generations until Jesus 

returns.  

I think it is fair to say that this is the legacy of love, for God so loved the world that He gave His 

one and only Son, that none should perish but have eternal life. Jesus accepted this mission 

willingly, and so He willingly sacrificed Himself in the greatest single act of love ever recorded. 

After that, He commissioned His followers to share that love by making disciples, and in our 

time, the greatest act of love that we could possibly undertake, is to join in the sharing of His 

love by making disciples who, in turn, share that love. 

And so, Matthew’s narrative has come to its conclusion, and the rest is in our hands: Will we 

pass that torch on, or will we take an easier road through this life? 


