
M a t t h e w

Michael Kasting



Copyright © 2018 by Living Way Bible Study, Inc.

Quotations are from the English Standard Version (ESV).

All  r ights reserved. No part of this publication may be 
reproduced in any form without permission from Living Way 
Bible Study, Inc.

Living Way Bible Study, Inc. (LWBS) is an auxil iary of the 
Pacif ic Southwest District of the Lutheran Church—Missouri 
Synod (LCMS). All  studies are written and/or edited by 
LCMS pastors. We have been providing studies to churches 
throughout the U.S. and Canada since 1982.

COST-EFFECTIVE:

LWBS is a non-profit 501(c)(3) corporation. We rely solely 
on freewil l  offerings from our classes to produce Living Way 
Bible Study materials. We provide an original of the study, 
from which you are then free to make copies for your class.  
Please honor our copyright of these materials. 

As a non-profit organization, we appreciate your donations, 
which enable us to continue to produce and promote the 
study of God’s Word.

If you have any questions or comments on this study, please 
contact us. We are always eager to hear from our students 
and appreciate your comments.

Living Way Bible Study, Inc.
16218 E. Olivemill Rd. La Mirada, CA 90638
562.947.2005 888.383.8119
info4LWBS@aol.com
www.livingwaybiblestudy.org

facebook.com/livingwaybiblestudy



WELCOME TO LIVING WAY BIBLE STUDY (LWBS)

LWBS is a practical course of study with a special emphasis on the application of God’s Word to 
the life of the individual. While emphasizing practical application, LWBS presents each book of 
the Bible as the holy, inspired Word of God, the confessional position of The Lutheran Church—
Missouri Synod.

Our purpose is to help equip believers to live joyfully in God’s redeeming love and to share with 
others God’s plan of salvation.

It is our prayer that the Holy Spirit will use this study to help you grow in your knowledge and 
appreciation of our God and His Word. “But grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and 
Savior Jesus Christ” (2 Peter 3:18).

STUDY STRUCTURE

LI V I NG WAY B I B LE ST U DY SUGGESTS T H IS FO U R-ST EP MET HOD

1. PERSONAL – The student prays for guidance from the Holy Spirit and answers the 
Personal Application (P.A.) questions at home using only the Bible (no commentaries).

2. SMALL GROUPS – The class meets for an opening and divides into small groups 
of 8–10 people. The small group leader guides the group through the P.A. questions, 
encouraging each to share their answers and discuss further as time allows.

3. THE MESSAGE – The lecture or message is given by a pastor or layperson who has 
researched the material and presents the study, giving personal insight and augmenting, but 
not duplicating, the author’s comments.

4. THE NARRATIVE – The author’s comments or narrative, along with the P.A. questions 
for the next lesson, are given out at the end of the class. At the next class meeting, 
before answering the P.A. questions, the small groups may choose to review the author’s 
comments of the last lesson, and share what each has highlighted as meaningful or 
important.

With this four-step method the student has the opportunity to study the particular section of 
Scripture covered by the lesson from four different approaches. This emphasizes the Bible text 
and gives the student an understanding and ownership for each section studied. 

Each lesson should be stapled together according to the number of the lesson in the right-hand 
corner of the page. The P.A. questions for the next week should be attached after the author’s 
narrative for the current week, as they will be the home study for the next class session.

The first meeting of the class is an introduction to the study. Since the members of the small groups 
have no P.A. questions to discuss at the first meeting, they may use the time to get acquainted or 
to tell what they hope to receive by studying this course. At the first meeting, the lecturer presents 
background information about the course, using the Introduction lesson as a guide.
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What’s the most important book you’ve ever read? That was the 
question put to the public ahead of Academic Book Week in 2017. A 
panel of booksellers, librarians and publishers nominated 200 titles, and 
members of the public were asked to vote online for their top 20. The 
final list included works by Darwin, Shakespeare, Plato, and Karl Marx, 
but made no mention of the first book ever printed, the world’s annual 
best seller, the book with portions translated into 3,000 of the 7,000 
known human languages!

That book is the Bible. Many people commit large portions to memory. 
Many countries ban it, but smugglers willingly risk their lives to bring 
copies in. Why? Because it is the original and most powerful witness to 
the life of Jesus Christ, undeniably the most important person who ever 
lived, confessed as Savior and Lord by almost two billion people today. 
It’s the reason you and I are taking up this study together. For us there is 
no doubt about this book’s influence and importance!

The Bible, of course, is actually a library. The word “Bible” means 
“books” (plural).

Among those “books” of the Bible, we don’t really need to decide which 
is most important. We can enjoy them all for various reasons. But one 
man who cast a vote long ago was French scholar Ernest Renan. He 
called the Gospel of Matthew “the most important book ever written.” He 
may have been right.

Matthew’s Gospel has often been identified 
as a “teaching Gospel” more than the others.
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T H E FI R ST A MONG FO U R
Matthew is the first book in the New Testament, the 
first in a sequence of four Gospels that bear witness 
to Jesus. The Evangelists, writes Paul Maier, “were the 
four most successful authors in history. But they never 
saw a word of theirs in print, nor did they collect a 
penny in royalties.”

Matthew has been listed in the first position ever 
since the Muratorian Canon (second century AD) 
established its priority. The canonical order was 
repeated through the centuries, sometimes in poetry, 
more often in art. The “Black Paternoster,” an ancient 
prayer and nursery rhyme dating from the sixteenth 
century, addressed the four Evangelists as if they 
were guardian angels:

Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, 
Bless the bed that I lie on. 
Four corners to my bed, 
Four angels round my head; 
One to watch and one to pray 
And two to bear my soul away.

In churchly art, the four Evangelists have often been 
represented by the four “living creatures” (lion, ox, 
eagle, and man) mentioned in Rev. 4:6–9, which in 
turn seem to be based on Ezek. 1:10. These have 
been variously explained. The explanation given to 
this writer during his school days was as follows:

Mark is symbolized by the LION because his 
Gospel begins with John the Baptist in the 
wilderness, roaring like a lion.

Luke is represented by the OX, because the 
ox is an animal used in sacrifice, and Luke’s 
Gospel begins and ends in the Temple in 
Jerusalem.

John’s symbol is the EAGLE, a creature once 
believed to be able to look straight into the sun. 
John, the “beloved disciple,” by virtue of his 
closeness to the Lord, was able more than the 
others to look straight into Jesus’ face.

Matthew is symbolized by a winged MAN. 
His Gospel begins with Jesus’ family tree, 
witnessing His human connections and His 
incarnation.

W HO, W H EN, A N D TO W HOM ?
Who was the author? That’s not a frivolous question, 
for none of the Gospels name their authors. The first 
known attribution of this first Gospel as “according 
to Matthew” (Greek Kata Matthaion) was by a bishop 
named Papias early in the second century. His source 
of information was probably strong, for early church 
fathers unanimously agreed that “Matthew,” the tax 
collector for Herod Antipas whose call is narrated in 
Matt. 9:9–13, authored this Gospel. No strong case 
can be made against it even today.

When did he write? That’s hard to answer with any 
certainty since there is little inside the book to pin 
down a date and no help from outside sources either. 
It is clear that the good news of Jesus circulated 
orally for at least twenty years after His ascension. 
But when the eyewitnesses of the life of Jesus began 
to die, there arose a need for a written record of “the 
things that have been accomplished among us” (Luke 
1:1). The earliest guess by scholars is in the mid to 
late ‘50s AD. Depending on Matthew’s relationship to 
Mark and the date of Mark’s writing, the date could be 
still later. The latest date identified by scholars is the 
decade of the ‘80s.

Early church tradition claimed that Matthew 
evangelized first among the Jews in Palestine and 
later among Gentiles in foreign lands. It appears that 
Matthew had a distinctly Jewish-Christian audience 
in mind as he wrote. Two possible destinations for the 
Gospel are Palestine or Antioch in Syria.

T H E “SY NOP T IC PROB LE M ”
So how are the Four Gospels related to each other? 
Did any of the Evangelists use each other as sources, 
as Luke admits to doing (Luke 1:1–3 — “Inasmuch as 
many have undertaken to compile a narrative of the 
things that have been accomplished among us, just 
as those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses 
and ministers of the word have delivered them to us, 
it seemed good to me also . . . to write an orderly 
account for you”)? Did they utilize some outside 
compilation of sayings or stories?

Even without special training, most readers of the 
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Gospels will see that Matthew, Mark, and Luke 
employ similar outlines and, in many places, 
exhibit word-for-word correspondence, while 
John’s account varies widely from the other 
three. The first three Gospels, accordingly, 
have been called the “Synoptics” (the Greek 
word means “seeing together”). The puzzle of 
ascertaining their interrelationship is known 
as “the Synoptic Problem.” One can, of course, 
understand their message without solving 
that puzzle! But making the comparisons can 
help highlight the unique contributions each 
Evangelist makes in the same way that jurors 
listen carefully to the unique perspective of 
each witness to come before them.

For a long time, scholars were convinced that 
Matthew was not only listed first, but written 
first. His substantial agreements with Mark 
revealed an interrelationship that implied 
Mark’s dependence on Matthew as a source. 
But in the nineteenth century, opinion began 
to swing toward Markan priority, especially 
because, in their shared narratives, Mark was 
more detailed. Matthean abbreviation seemed 
more likely than Markan expansion, especially 
since Matthew was an eyewitness, while Mark 
was not. Opinion about which was written first 
is still divided.

Meanwhile, others noticed that Matthew 
and Luke shared material in common that 
did not appear at all in Mark. Some scholars 
proposed that, because of the closeness 
of the verbal parallels, Matthew and Luke 
relied upon a common outside source, 
later identified with the letter “Q” (for the 
German word Quelle, meaning “source”). The 
existence of such a document, of course, is 
just an educated guess.

Most commentaries go into this matter at 
great length, in far more detail than we need 
for our purposes. It will be sufficient for us 
to stop now and then to note similarities 
and differences between Matthew and the 
other three Evangelists so that we hear his 
message clearly. Always it will be our task to 
let Matthew bear his unique witness to us of 
Jesus Christ and the life He brings!

PR EV I EW I NG M AT T H EW
Before taking a trip, it’s useful (and fun!) to 
check out one’s itinerary. That way the family 
won’t miss the attractions along the way. Let’s 
have a brief preview of Matthew’s Gospel to 
whet our appetites for the journey we’re about 
to make. What are some of the things we don’t 
want to miss?

Matthew’s Gospel has often been identified 
as a “teaching Gospel” more than the others 
(Floyd Filson uses this description). Some 
even suggest it is a summary of the early 
church’s catechesis. The teaching features 
some of Jesus’ longer discourses. This writer 
still remembers seminary professor Edgar 
Krentz pointing out five great speeches in the 
narrative. These are:

The Sermon on the Mount – Matthew 5–7

The Missionary Discourse – Matthew 10

Parables of the Kingdom – Matthew 13

Discourse on True Greatness – Matthew 18

The Great Eschatological (End Times) 
Discourse – Matthew 24–25

While these speeches are certainly high 
points, they do not of themselves constitute an 
outline of the book. Dr. Jeffrey Gibbs, whose 
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commentary on Matthew is the primary resource for this study, offers a three-part outline 
promoted originally by Dr. Jack Dean Kingsbury, as follows:

Part One – Jesus Presented – Matthew 1:1–4:16 
This part summarizes the person and significance of Jesus.

Part Two – Ministry and Opposition in Israel – Matthew 4:17–16:20 
This part details the words and deeds of Jesus, Israel’s Messiah, along with the rising 
tide of questions, conflict, and opposition to Him.

Part Three – The Road to the Cross, Resurrection, and Commission – Matthew 16:21–
28:20 
This part brings us to the cross and the empty tomb at the heart of Jesus’ mission to 
“save his people from their sins.”

Along the way we will see other notably Matthean emphases. One of his primary themes is 
the “kingship” (reign) of God, spelled out with the recurring phrase, “the kingdom of heaven 
is like” Another strong component of this Gospel is the persistent pattern of prophecy and 
fulfillment, not only in the citation of some 40 passages from the Old Testament but in 
the description of Jesus’ life, which recapitulated, in some ways, the experiences of the 
nation of Israel and so “fulfilled” the destiny of the nation. For that reason, Matthew is the 
perfect bridge from the Old Testament to the New. The recurring mentions of “fulfillment” 
of prophecy is one of many reasons scholars believe Matthew’s audience was primarily a 
Jewish one. No other New Testament author has so many Old Testament quotes and allusions 
as does Matthew. Along the way we will pay close attention to the titles Matthew uses to 
communicate the person and work of Jesus.

Now and then we will stop to appreciate features of the story of Jesus that are told by 
Matthew alone, such as the coming of the Wise Men, the story of the temple tax in the fish’s 
mouth (wouldn’t you expect that from Matthew the tax collector?), ten parables found only in 
this Gospel, the death of Judas, the earthquake after the crucifixion, the posting of the guard 
at the tomb, and the only two uses of the word “church” in the Gospels.

Because this writer is convinced that memorization of portions of the Bible is still a useful 
and edifying practice, we will recommend verses to memorize. An investment of time in 
doing this will, we are confident, yield rich dividends to those who make that commitment. 
And why not, since Matthew is a prime candidate for “the most important book ever written”!

Are you ready for some study?

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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PER SONAL APPLIC ATION

Prayer as we prepare: Lord God, guide me in this study of Matthew’s Gospel. Teach me 
to know who Jesus is, and who I am because of Him! In His name I pray. Amen.

1. Before taking this course, how much did you know about Matthew’s Gospel? What new things did you learn 
about it this week?

2. What do you think is the value of having four Gospels instead of just one? Is there any downside to having 
four different views?

Matthew 1:1–17
3. Have you (or has someone in your extended family) explored your own family tree? What can you learn 

about your ancestors (and yourself!) from getting your DNA tested?

4. List the titles Matthew uses to describe Jesus in vv. 1 and 16. What’s important about them? (compare Gen. 
12:1–3 and 17:6–8; 2 Sam. 7:12–16)

5. Read attentively through the genealogy of Jesus. How many of these names are familiar? What symmetry 
does Matthew highlight in v. 17? What event climaxes each section?

6. In v. 8 Matthew lists Joram (or Jehoram NIV) as the father of Uzziah (also known as Azariah). Compare 
this verse with 1 Chron. 3:11–12. What difference do you see? What might this indicate about Matthew’s 
genealogy?

7. Jewish genealogies did not normally include women. How many women are included in this one? As time 
allows, look up the names in a concordance. What discoveries do you make?

8. Compare Matthew’s genealogy with the genealogy in Luke 3:23–38. How far back into history does each 
one go? According to Luke’s version, whose son is Jesus? (compare vv. 23 and 38)

9. What, if anything, has been passed on to you spiritually from your ancestors? Did they influence your faith, 
values, or connection with a church? Or did you make such choices on your own?

MichaeL KaSting 5
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Matthew 1:18–25
10. Understanding Joseph’s decision requires understanding Jewish marriage practice. Using the clues in vv. 

18–19 (“betrothed,” “came together,” “her husband,” and “divorce”), what do you learn about the marriage 
customs of the Jews?

11. If you had been in Joseph’s place, how would you have felt? What would have been the most difficult 
aspect of his situation: a) Believing no other man was involved? b) Explaining this to the relatives? c) 
Facing the gossip of neighbors?

12. What does the angel’s message reveal about the child to be born? How does it change Joseph’s 
understanding? His decision?

13. What name is to be given the child? What does the name tell you about why He was born?

14. Matthew says (vv. 22–23) all this will fulfill a prophecy. What prophecy does he quote? What does the 
prophecy say about the mother? The son?

15. Can you say with conviction that “God is with me”? If so, what makes you certain of it?

MEMORY VERSE
Matthew 1:21 “You shall call his name Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.”
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A K ING’S GENEALOGY – MATTHEW 1:1  8

FASCINATING BRANCHES IN  THE FAMILY TREE  
MATTHEW 1:2–16 8

NUMBERS SYMMETRICAL AND PERPLEXING  
MATTHEW 1:17 9

LUKE’S GENEALOGY COMPARED – LUKE 3 :23–38 10

UNEXPECTED B IRTH MATTHEW 1:18–19 10

REMARKABLE NAMES – MATTHEW 1:20–25 11

PERSONAL APPL ICAT ION 12

The Gospel of Matthew opens with a genealogy 
which aims to answer the question, “Who is Jesus?” 
Wonderful discoveries await those who examine it!

RO OTS
Who am I? Author Alex Haley conducted a twelve-year search of census 
lists, ships’ records, and other historical documents to find an answer to 
that question. Eventually he made a trip to Gambia to learn more about 
his ancestors’ journey from Africa to America on a slave ship. His book 
Roots, the family story that unfolded through seven generations from 
1767 into the twentieth century, was made into a popular TV mini-series 
and captured the imagination of millions of people. In the process Haley 
said he discovered much about who he was.

Who am I? Many people today try to answer that question by building 
a family tree through Ancestry.com or having their DNA tested to see 
if they are French or Native American or Scotch-Irish. Along the way 
some learn they have “royal blood.” Others discover they have a genetic 
susceptibility to certain diseases.

The Gospel of Matthew opens with a genealogy which aims to answer 
the question, “Who is Jesus?” Wonderful discoveries await those who 
examine it! A close look reveals that there were some Gentile branches in 
His Jewish family tree. We also learn that He had “royal blood.” He was 
a King descended from a line of kings, a man to whom ancient promises 
from God were attached.

That family tree is worth a long look, because when we learn who Jesus 
is, we also learn who we are.

Matthew
r o y a l  r o o T s
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A K I NG’S GEN E A LO GY 
Matthew 1:1
The Old Testament begins with the Book of 
Genesis. The very first words of Matthew are, 
literally, “the book of the genesis” (biblos 
geneseoos)! The ESV translates it “The book 
of the genealogy” of Jesus Christ. Jeff Gibbs 
renders it “The book of the origin.” Later in v. 
18 the same word is translated “birth.”

But this is not a straightforward “birth 
narrative.” Matthew spends very little time 
detailing the story of Jesus’ birth, as Luke 
does. Instead he is at pains to explore the 
genealogical connections of this man, especially 
His “royal roots.” He makes clear at the outset 
that this is a king’s family tree with a string of 
three titles: “Christ,” “son of David,” and “son 
of Abraham.” In so doing, he bridges the two 
testaments. The titles in the Old Testament are 
now applied to Jesus. It is all one story.

Verse 17 reminds us that “Christ” is not a last 
name, but a title (“the Christ”). It’s the Greek 
equivalent of the Hebrew title Messiah, the 
“anointed one” the Jews had long been awaiting 
(cf. Ps. 2:2 and 89:20). The very next title, “son 
of David,” recalls God’s promise of a king from 
David’s line whose kingdom would be established 
“forever” (2 Sam. 7:2–16, especially v. 13).

“Could Jesus be the Messiah?” Matthew’s 
Jewish readers wanted to know. When Jesus 
stood on trial before the Sanhedrin, the high 
priest put the fateful question to Him directly: 
“I adjure you by the living God, tell us if you are 
the Christ” (Matt. 26:63). Matthew leaves no 
doubt. This man Jesus IS the one! The new age 
of God’s reign has begun in Him.

That third title, “son of Abraham,” is a title 
used nowhere else in the New Testament. 
It too testifies to the kingly roots of Jesus 
(“kings shall come from you” — Gen. 17:6). 

Interestingly, it points to Jesus as Savior also for 
Gentiles, since it is to Abraham that God makes 
the promise, “in you all the families of the earth 
shall be blessed” (Gen. 12:3). Matthew’s Gospel 
ends with Jesus’ command to missionize “all 
nations.” Everyone, both Jew and Gentile, has a 
stake in the news Matthew brings in this book!

FA SCI NAT I NG B R A NCH ES 
I N T H E FA MI LY T R EE 
Matthew 1:2–16
We jokingly refer to biblical genealogies as “a 
list of ‘begats’.” Matthew’s genealogy uses the 
Greek word egeneesen (“begat” or “was the 
father of”) 39 times. Four times it appears in 
conjunction with “from” or “by” to denote the 
mother from whom the child was begotten. 
The only exception is Jesus. Joseph is not “the 
father of” Jesus, but “the husband of Mary, of 
whom Jesus was born” (v. 16).

Many of the names we read here are familiar. 
The patriarchs Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob head 
the list in the first part of the genealogy. There 
are famous kings in the section that follows: 
David, Solomon, and Hezekiah are probably the 
best known of these. There’s royalty in these 
branches! Except for Zerubbabel, the names 
in the third section are less well known. That 
section ends with Joseph, Mary, and Jesus — 
the Holy Family.

Some especially notable branches in the tree 
are the five women Matthew includes — 
Tamar, Rahab, Ruth, the “wife of Uriah,” and 
Mary. Their appearance is noteworthy since 
women were normally not included in Jewish 
genealogies. Many writers assert that these 
women are to be considered Gentiles or sinners 
or both, demonstrating God’s desire to “use 
even the humble and despised to accomplish 
his purpose” (Marshall Johnson). So is that the 
point of their inclusion?
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Two of these women, Rahab the Canaanite and Ruth the Moabite, are undeniably Gentiles, an 
early hint at the inclusion of Gentiles in God’s design. The Bible does not expressly say that 
Tamar (Gen. 38:6–30) or Uriah’s wife (Bathsheba — see 2 Sam. 11:2–12:25) were Gentiles, 
though Bathsheba was married to a Hittite. All were sinners (as are we all!), but were they 
especially notorious sinners? Though Tamar posed as a prostitute and had a child by her 
father-in-law, Judah, he declared that “she is more righteous than I” (Gen. 38:26). Bathsheba’s 
adulterous affair with David produced Solomon, but curiously, Bathsheba’s name is not used 
here. Is that to stress that the greater guilt in their liaison was David’s? Though Rahab (Josh. 
2:1–21) was a prostitute, she was kind to the Israelite spies, an act which lands her in the “faith 
chapter” of Hebrews (Heb. 11:31). Ruth, the Moabite, is exemplary for her loyalty to Naomi and 
her adoption of the faith of Israel.

What all of these women DO show is that God is in control, often in spite of humans’ intentions. 
All four of these woman became part of the family tree in unusual fashion. They show us that 
God accomplishes His purpose in surprising ways, most of all in Mary, as we will see.

N U MB ER S SYM MET R IC A L A N D PER PLEXI NG 
Matthew 1:17
Matthew is at pains to demonstrate a symmetry in the list. “All the generations from Abraham 
to David were fourteen generations, and from David to the deportation to Babylon fourteen 
generations, and from the deportation to Babylon to the Christ fourteen generations” (v. 17). One 
cannot ignore such a striking pattern. It begs to be explored.

That numbering is perplexing to moderns who desire completeness and precision in a genealogy. 
Is this really “all the generations”? Matthew has certainly compacted what must have been 
many more generations. For example, in the sequence of Hezron, Ram, and Amminidab (vv. 3–4), 
he is covering hundreds of years in just three generations. Hezron went down to Egypt in the 
time of Joseph (Gen. 46:12). Amminadab is mentioned in Num. 1:7 as the father of one living in 
the time of Moses, some four centuries later! In v. 8 Matthew omits three generations between 
Joram and Uzziah/Azariah (see 1 Chron. 3:11–12). “Modern precision,” observes Gibbs, “is to be 
neither expected nor required of the evangelist.”

One other curiosity is that Matthew’s count seems off by one name. Three sections of fourteen 
names should yield 42 names, but a careful reading reveals only 41. David ends the first section 
and cannot be counted in the second. Jechoniah ends the second and cannot be counted again 
in the third. The result is that the third section has only thirteen names. Or does it? Donald 
Hagner suggests that the “Jechoniah” at v. 11 (“at the time of the deportation”) may be referring 
to King Jehoiakim, the biological son of Josiah, and that the “Jechoniah” at v. 12 (“after the 
deportation”) may be referring to King Jehoiachin, who was Jehoiakim’s son (see 2 Kings 
23:34–24:17). Got that?
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Names aside, how do we make sense of the 
number pattern? It may well be that Matthew’s 
structure of 3 x 14 generations has the purpose 
of communicating something more than 
arithmetic precision. The numbering is a device 
to communicate that history is moving toward 
a goal. An orderly God is guiding (“fourteen . . . 
fourteen . . . fourteen”) and Jesus is the 
fulfillment of a deliberate process. Everything 
that came before Him culminates in Him!

Is there anything significant about “fourteen”? 
Some writers allege that the numerical value 
of the name “David” totals 14 (if a minimal 
and not a full spelling of “David” is used). But 
there could be another reason. Gibbs suggests 
that it is not the number fourteen itself, but its 
REPETITION that matters. 1 Chron. 1–2 lists 14 
names from Abraham to David. Perhaps Matthew 
wants to show a symmetry and orderliness in 
God’s dealing with Israel. The number three 
(a number that was “God’s number” for Jews) 
would emphasize that God is at work here!

LU K E’S GEN E A LO GY COMPA R ED 
lUKe 3:23–38
Luke, a man with a penchant for historical 
detail, also includes a genealogy in his Gospel, 
and comparing the two is enlightening. In spite 
of similarities and some shared names, it is the 
differences that absorb us. The most obvious of 
these is that Matthew starts at the beginning 
and moves forward in time. Luke starts at the 
end and moves backward. The second is that 
Luke’s list goes all the way back to Adam, while 
Matthew goes only to Abraham. Matthew’s 
focus is on the history of Israel. Luke’s is wider. 
Matthew stresses the Jewish titles applied 
to Jesus, especially “Christ.” Luke makes no 
mention of Christ, but ends his genealogy with 
the words “the son of God” (Lk. 3:38), a title 
with wider meaning in the Gentile world.

In the historic period where they overlap, 
Matthew has 41 names, while Luke provides 57. 
The Abraham to David sections almost agree. 
In the David to Salathiel portion, there is NO 
agreement in names except David and Salathiel. 
Further, Matthew’s names are king names and 
Luke’s are not. Luke’s names, in fact, have no 
known parallel in the Old Testament. Joseph’s 
father is listed as Jacob in Matthew and as Heli 
in Luke. What are we to make of it?

Many suggestions have been made in how to 
reconcile these divergent family trees. The most 
compelling one is that Luke is giving us the 
“biological” ancestry of Jesus through Mary, 
while Matthew is tracing His “legal” ancestry 
through Joseph. This would be understandable 
in light of Mary’s prominence in Luke’s birth 
narrative, and if we further note that in Luke 
3:23, Luke tells us that Jesus was the son “as 
was supposed” of Joseph. The coincidence of 
earlier names on the list may indicate that BOTH 
Mary and Joseph were descended from David’s 
line (some read Luke 1:27 as saying this).

Having given us the genealogy, Matthew now 
tells us more about the identity of this wondrous 
child through the story of His birth in vv. 18–25.

U N EXPECT ED B I RT H 
Matthew 1:18–19
Matthew’s account is not a favored reading 
at Christmas services because it describes 
an awkward situation: Joseph and Mary are 
engaged and legally “married,” but they have not 
yet consummated their union. Mary’s pregnancy 
initially appears to Joseph to be illegitimate!

For the Jews, marriage was in two stages. 
Stage one, betrothal, might last as long as a 
year. It rendered the couple legally married and 
could be broken only by divorce or death. Stage 
two was the consummation, the sexual union. 
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Joseph and Mary were between the two stages. 
She was discovered to be pregnant, and Joseph 
assumed she had been unfaithful to him. He 
“resolved to divorce her quietly” (v. 19). It would 
be a private divorce, with only the priest and the 
husband as the two required witnesses (Num. 
5:11–31), not a humiliating public divorce.

It was the wrong decision, though made for 
the right reason! Joseph is both “just” and 
compassionate toward her (according to 
Deut. 22:13–29, an adulterous woman should 
have been stoned!), but unaware of God’s 
working. Gibbs calls it his “well-meaning 
incomprehension.” Joseph did not expect what 
God was doing. Nor would we! God’s inscrutable 
ways are revealed to Joseph by an angel’s 
message in a dream and to us readers by the 
citation of Is. 7:14.

R E M A R K A B LE NA MES 
Matthew 1:20–25
One night Joseph had a vivid dream in which 
an angel of God appeared with an explanation 
and a command: “Joseph, son of David, do not 
fear to take Mary as your wife, for that which 
is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She 
will bear a son, and you shall call his name 
Jesus, for he will save his people from their 
sins” (v. 20–21).

There had been wondrous births before (Isaac 
to Sarah a prime example), but never one “from 
the Holy Spirit.” The child’s singular origin in 
GOD signaled His singular mission. Others like 
Moses and the Judges had been dispatched by 
God to rescue Israel, but no one had yet been 
sent to “save from sins”!

This child’s very name would be His job 
description. “Jesus” is the Greek form of 
“Joshua,” which means “God saves.” For in this 
child (make no mistake, Joseph!), God Himself 

would be at work saving! Matthew underlines it 
all for his readers by adding a second wondrous 
name supplied by the prophet Isaiah: “Behold, 
the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and 
shall call his name Immanuel (which means, 
God with us)” (Matt. 1:23, citing Is. 7:14).

The infrequently-used Hebrew word ha’almah 
that Matthew renders as “virgin” can have more 
than one meaning. It may simply indicate a 
marriageable “maiden,” or it may more narrowly 
denote a “virgin.” The only birth of a child 
mentioned in the original context was Isaiah’s 
own son (Is. 8:1–4), but his mother was neither 
a maiden nor a virgin. Whatever the fulfillment 
of this word was in Ahaz’s day (read on through 
Isaiah 8 and 9), the king did not accept it, 
and the full import of Isaiah’s words awaited 
some more distant fulfillment. Matthew is 
saying, “That fulfillment has now come!” In the 
Apostles’ Creed we confess Jesus as the one 
“born of the Virgin Mary.” At Christmas we sing 
to our “Immanuel,” for in Him, God has come to 
be with us, finally and fully!

All this took place “to fulfill what the Lord had 
spoken by the prophet” (v. 22). This is the first 
of ten times that Matthew introduces an Old 
Testament quote with some variation of this 
distinctive formula — “what was spoken” was 
“fulfilled.” It was a message particularly for 
Jews who had so long lived in expectancy. 
Jesus’ entire life and ministry took place in 
fulfillment of the Old Testament. The hopes of 
the nation were not dashed by the Exile! The 
long night of waiting was over.

Unlike wicked Ahaz, faithful Joseph accepted the 
word from God and took Mary home as his wife. 
We who read this news, likewise, are invited to 
receive God’s Word and believe that in Jesus, we 
have a Savior from our sin and sorrow.
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PER SONAL APPLIC ATION

Lord Jesus Christ, You are not just “a king” but “my King”! Help me, as I 
study this lesson, to kneel before You in humble adoration. Then enable me 

to confess Your name so that others may know You too. Amen.

For Review
1. People sometimes complain that genealogies are dull. What did you discover about the genealogy of Jesus 

that makes it interesting?

2. What’s the meaning of “Jesus”? Of “Immanuel”? Taken together, what do these names tell us about Him?

Matthew 2:1–12
3. Read about “Herod the Great” on the internet or in a Bible dictionary. What do his “life dates” tell you about 

when Jesus was born? What kind of person was Herod?

4. Use your Bible footnotes to find the source of the quote in v. 6. Read the quote in its original setting. Do 
the verses match? Besides the place of Jesus’ birth, what else does the Old Testament reference say about 
Him?

5. What misconceptions about the “Wise Men” does a close reading of the text dispel?

6. Since the Wise Men were probably pagan astrologers, why do you think they would they leave their 
countries to seek out Jesus?

7. Have you had to leave anything behind to follow Jesus? What is the “gold, frankincense, and myrrh” in your 
life?

Matthew 2:13–15
8. How does Matthew explain the destination God chooses for the Holy Family’s flight? How does this episode 

in Jesus’ life remind you of the history of the nation Israel?

9. Once again, look up the source of the Old Testament citation in v. 15. Read the verse in its original setting. 
Who is “my son” there? Is the passage a prediction or something else?

LWBS12
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Matthew 2:16–18
10. What connection, if any, do you see between Matt. 2:1–18 and Rev. 12:1–6? How can it be that the birth of 

Jesus is “bad news” that provokes a hostile response by some people?

11. What does Herod’s order tell you about him? Of what age were the children of Bethlehem slain by his 
soldiers?

12. Another prophecy! Once again, look up the Old Testament source of this quote in v. 18. Read also Gen. 
35:19. Why is Rachel mentioned?

13. Where in our world now do you see the rage of Herod against Jesus being replicated?

Matthew 2:19–23
14. What’s Joseph’s reason for returning to Nazareth instead of Judea?

15. How many times in the first two chapters of Matthew does God communicate with someone in a dream? 
Why does God choose this medium of communication? Do you think He still does that today?

16. What can you learn from the internet or from a Bible dictionary about the city of Nazareth? Why do you 
suppose Nathanael disparaged the town in John 1:46?

17. The chapter ends with still another prophetic fulfillment. Do you discover a source in your footnotes? What 
do you make of this?

18. If God asked you to relocate, how long would it take you to say yes? What objections might you raise?

19. How do you see this chapter reinforcing any of Matthew’s cherished themes?
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THOSE MYSTERIOUS V IS ITORS – MATTHEW 2:1–2 15

THE CONSTERNATION OF HEROD – MATTHEW 2:3–8 16

GIFTS FOR THE INFANT K ING – MATTHEW 2:9–12 17

THE HOLY FAMILY’S  FL IGHT TO EGYPT  
MATTHEW 2:13–15 17

THE MURDER OF BETHLEHEM’S CHILDREN  
MATTHEW 2:16–18 17

THE FAMILY’S  RETURN TO NAZARETH  
MATTHEW 2:19–23 19

HOW DO MATTHEW 2 AND LUKE 2  F IT  TOGETHER? 19

PERSONAL APPL ICAT ION 21

T H E R IGH T FU L K I NG

Enemy-occupied territory—that is what this world is. Christianity 
is the story of how the rightful king has landed, you might say 
landed in disguise, and is calling us all to take part in a great 
campaign of sabotage.

– C. S. Lewis in MERE CHRISTIANITY

One of the great themes in Matthew’s Gospel is that Jesus is the “rightful 
King” of the Jews whose reign will finally also bless Gentiles. That theme 
is on display in chapter 2. Here we see the twofold reaction that the new 
King’s arrival prompted — the homage of the Magi (Gentiles!) and the 
anxious hostility of Herod, the “enemy” who saw Jesus as a threat.

The chapter presents fascinating contrasts. Just as strong as the 
contrast between the reverent Magi and the malevolent Herod is the 
contrast between the two kings themselves. Herod is powerful and 
ruthlessly violent, while Jesus is the small, helpless (but ultimately 
victorious!) King of Peace. The way of the world versus the way of God.

This story is an invitation for us to reflect on these two opposing ways 
that we still see operative in our violent world. It gives us the heart to 
take part in that “great campaign of sabotage.” Settle in and think deeply 
about this very familiar story.

One of the great themes in Matthew’s Gospel 
is that Jesus is the “rightful King” of the Jews 

whose reign will finally also bless Gentiles.

Matthew
h o m a G e  T o  T h e  r i G h T F U l  k i n G

M A T T H E W  2 : 1 – 2 3

14



T HOSE M YST ER IO US V ISI TOR S 
Matthew 2:1–2
Matthew says nothing about the angelic 
annunciation to Mary in Nazareth, nor the 
details of what transpired in Bethlehem on 
that “silent night.” But Matthew is a witness 
with his own unique perspective, and he 
adds a rich, thought-provoking dimension to 
the arrival of the “King of the Jews.”

A careful reading of the chapter dispels 
several misconceptions about the Wise 
Men. “We three kings of Orient are”? They 
are not kings, an idea that did not arise 
until centuries later. The Greek word magoi 
(transliterated “Magi”) denotes either 
astrologers or magicians, perhaps attached 
to a priestly class of the sort which existed 
among the Medes and Persians. Paul Maier 
writes that “these priest-sages . . . were 
specialists in medicine, religion, astronomy, 
astrology, divination, and magic.”

They are not from the Orient (as we 
presently designate the Far East), but 
more likely Babylon or Persia. Early Syriac 
tradition gives them Persian names, and the 
art in the Roman catacombs depicts them 
in Persian clothing. Nor does the mention of 
three gifts necessitate only three of them. 
Some early traditions number as many as 
twelve in their caravan. Finally, many a 
Christmas program to the contrary, they did 
not show up with the shepherds the night 
of His birth, but months (or even a year) 
later. They came not to the manger, but to a 
“house” in Bethlehem (v. 11).

Since the Magi were probably pagan 
astrologers, why would they undertake a 

journey of weeks or months to seek out “the 
king of the Jews”? In other words, “What 
are THEY doing HERE?” Their explanation to 
Herod is simply “to worship him” (v. 2). The 
Greek word may mean to “worship” a deity 
or “do homage” to royalty. They knew that a 
“king of the Jews” had arrived somewhere, 
and they meant to pay proper respect to 
Him. It is curious, points out Mark Powell, 
that “God revealed the truth about the 
Christ to a bunch of pagan fools while those 
who were wise enough to figure it out for 
themselves missed it”!

What about that star they saw? Was it 
a natural phenomenon or a miraculous 
special event? One of the most interesting 
natural explanations is that the “star” was 
the conjunction of the planets Jupiter and 
Saturn in the constellation Pisces (“the 
Fishes”) which occurred for ten months in 
the year 7 BC. In ancient astrology, Jupiter 
was styled the “King’s Planet.” Saturn was 
deemed “the shield of Palestine.” Pisces 
represented epochal events or crises. 
This conjunction, therefore, would have 
meant that a cosmic king was to appear 
in Palestine at a historic juncture. But they 
would have appeared as a pair and not a 
single star, and the date of their appearance 
is a little too early to synchronize with 
Jesus’ birth. Further, could any natural 
phenomenon go “before them until it came 
to rest” (v. 9) over a specific house in 
Bethlehem? For this and other reasons, we 
take it to be a miraculous star provided for 
THIS occasion.
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T H E CONST ER NAT ION OF H EROD 
Matthew 2:3–8
Herod the Great was not a Jew but an Idumean appointed to be king by the Roman senate. 
He ruled from 37 BC until his death in 4 BC. That tells us Jesus was born before 4 BC since 
Herod was still very much alive in this story. It’s not the Bible but our calendars that are 
in error. Paul Maier informs us that “it was a sixth-century Roman monk-mathematician-
astronomer named Dionysius Exiguus . . . who unknowingly committed what became 
history’s greatest numerical error” when he tried to reform the calendar to pivot around 
the birth of Christ. A mistake in his computation resulted in all subsequent calendar dates 
being 4–5 years off.

When the unexpected caravan of Magi arrives in Jerusalem and announces they are 
seeking the one “who has been born king of the Jews,” Herod is understandably troubled 
“and all Jerusalem with him” (v. 3). “Who is this little upstart? I want him eliminated!” 
Herod summons the available religious scholars and asks them where the expected 
Messiah is to be born.

“In Bethlehem of Judea,” they respond correctly, “for so it is written by the prophet” (v. 5). 
The prophecy, which will bolster the claim of Jesus’ rightful kingship for Matthew’s Jewish 
readers, is recorded for all to examine. The scribes’ quote that Matthew records appears 
to be a combination of two sources, the first being Micah 5:2, 4 and the second an almost 
exact quote from 2 Sam. 5:2. See below:

Micah 5:2,4

But you, O Bethlehem Ephrathah, who are too little to be among the clans of Judah, 
from you shall come forth for me one who is to be ruler in Israel, whose coming 
forth is from old, from ancient days 
(v. 4) and he shall stand and shepherd his flock

Matt. 2:6

And you, O Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means least among the 
rulers of Judah; for from you shall come a ruler who will shepherd my people Israel

2 Sam. 5:2

You shall be shepherd of my people Israel

Herod’s murderous mind was already plotting a strategy. He “summoned the wise men 
secretly and ascertained from them what time the star had appeared” (v. 7), then sent his 
unsuspecting guests off with instructions to let him know the little one’s exact location 
“that I too may come and worship him” (v. 8). Ah, cursed cleverness!
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GI F TS FOR T H E I N FA N T K I NG 
Matthew 2:9–12
For Christians, the audience of the Magi with 
the infant Jesus is not merely informative, but 
inspiring, especially as we consider our own 
approach to the One who is our King. If pagan 
astrologers were willing to travel so far and bring 
so much to do Him homage, how shall we who 
confess Him as Savior and Lord respond? What 
shall we offer Him?

The gifts they offered were “fit for a king.” 
The prophet Isaiah speaks of “the wealth of 
the nations” coming to Israel in the future and 
a “multitude of camels” bringing “gold and 
frankincense” (Is. 60:5–6). While Matthew 
elsewhere mentions gold (Matt. 10:9 and 
23:16–17), frankincense and myrrh never recur 
in his record (but see John 19:39, where it is 
His burial spice).

Are the gifts symbolic? Already in the ancient 
church these gifts were thought to refer to 
Christ’s royalty, deity, and sacrificial death, 
respectively. Gregory the Great took the gifts to 
stand for wisdom, prayer, and the mortification 
of the flesh! Scriptural evidence for these 
symbolic meanings is meager. Still, many today 
find the Magi’s generosity a moving example.

We observe that four times in the first two 
chapters of Matthew, dreams become the vehicle 
for God’s sovereign intervention and protection 
of His Son. Here a dream warns the Magi “not to 
return to Herod” (v. 12).

T H E HOLY FA MI LY ’S 
FLIGH T TO EGY P T 
Matthew 2:13–15
Instead of being cut down in Herod’s brutal 
massacre, Jesus and His family are headed 
south to Egypt, thanks to yet another angelic 
message: “Rise, take the child and his mother, 

and flee to Egypt . . . for Herod is about to search 
for the child, to destroy him” (v. 13). Now and 
again Egypt became what chess players call an 
“escape square.” Abraham (Gen. 12), Jacob’s 
family (Gen. 46), Jeroboam (1 Kings 11) and 
a certain Uriah (Jer. 26:21) all sought food or 
refuge there. For Joseph’s purpose Egypt is 
relatively near, yet out of Herod’s jurisdiction. 
“Stay put until I give the ‘all clear,’” is the angel’s 
instruction.

But the trip to Egypt is more than just a practical 
necessity. We begin to see that the life of 
Jesus reprises the history of the nation Israel. 
Matthew’s third “fulfillment” passage in this 
chapter makes that point clearly. The citation 
from Hos. 11:1 (“Out of Egypt I called my son”) 
is not a prediction at all, but a description. In the 
original context, God is pronouncing judgment 
against His rebellious people Israel. In the 
anticipation of coming punishment at the hands 
of the Assyrians (Hos. 11:5–7), God makes a 
moving declaration of His love for His wayward 
“son,” whom He had rescued from Egypt, but 
who continued to turn away from Him. Matthew 
uses it to say that Jesus is not only the King of 
Israel but the embodiment of the nation as well 
— “Israel reduced to one” (Gibbs). We will meet 
this idea again in Matthew’s Gospel as Matthew 
teaches his readers that Jesus is in fact the true 
Israel!

T H E MU R DER OF B ET H LEH E M ’S 
CH I LDR EN 
Matthew 2:16–18
Only after Matthew narrates the Holy Family’s 
flight to Egypt does he go back and describe 
Herod’s fruitless attempt to kill Jesus. Duped by 
the Magi, the furious king orders the massacre of 
the children in Bethlehem. But the reader knows 
that Jesus has already escaped his wrath. This is 
Matthew’s eloquent message: evil kings will have 
no power over this child!

M A T T H E W  2 : 1 – 2 3

MichaeL KaSting 17

3



The killing of the children, nonetheless, is a frightful episode. In a town of Bethlehem’s 
size (population perhaps 2,000), there may have been as many as two dozen “male 
children . . . two years old or under” (v. 16), says Paul Maier. Some scholars have 
suggested that the slaughter of the children at Bethlehem is an invention for dramatic 
effect. But these murders fit the profile of Herod’s record of ruthlessness all too well. 
Secular historians chronicle how he murdered his favorite wife (one of ten!) and three of 
his sons, along with other relatives, and he drowned the high priest at a swimming party 
in Jericho. No wonder Maier dubs Herod “the monster of the Christmas story.”

Another version of this story is set on a cosmic stage in apocalyptic garb in Rev. 12:1–6. 
Both there and here a Messianic child is born (Rev. 12:5). In both a raging enemy seeks 
to destroy the child. Matthew’s “monster” Herod is depicted as a “great red dragon” 
(Rev. 12:3). In both accounts, the child is delivered to safety. Both stories present us 
with the scary truth that forces are arrayed for war against God’s anointed. Should 
we be surprised when in our own time the followers of Jesus provoke a downright 
murderous response? The systematic murder of Christians in the Middle East (at this 
writing) is only the latest in a very long line of such sad episodes. We hear this story, 
then, as a mighty comfort in the face of such hostility.

Even this tragic scene, Matthew says, fulfills Scripture. As we read “Rachel weeping for 
her children,” we can hear and see the wails of grief that must have echoed through 
that little town of Bethlehem. Rachel is probably mentioned here because she is forever 
associated with Bethlehem. Genesis 35:19 describes how she died while Jacob was on 
the way to Bethlehem and was buried nearby.

The citation from Jer. 31:15 mentions Rachel’s (Bethlehem’s) “children.” The passage 
originally described the sadness of Israel going into exile during the Babylonian 
conquest. Rachel’s “children” are the Israelites gathered for deportation at the town of 
Ramah, 5 miles north of Jerusalem (Jer. 40:1–2), barely a day’s journey from Bethlehem. 
Jeremiah continues, however, with a note of hope that in spite of the Exile, God will 
restore Israel’s fortunes (Jer. 31:16–19) and forgive her sins (31:31–34). Rachel weeps 
now, but the future holds hope. The infant king lives, says Matthew, and God’s plan has 
not been derailed.
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T H E FA MI LY ’S R ET U R N 
TO N A Z A R ET H 
Matthew 2:19–23
Soon enough God dispenses with the monster. 
He is dismissed from the stage of history with 
a two-word obituary: “Herod died” (v. 19). 
Meanwhile, Jesus is very much alive, and 
once more an “angel of the Lord appeared in a 
dream” to Joseph to call the family back home 
(vv. 19–20).

But where will “home” be? The words in v. 
22 make it sound as if Joseph might have 
stayed in Bethlehem, but for the accession 
of Herod’s son Archelaus to the throne. Fear 
that son might be like father, along with 
another warning “in a dream,” drove Joseph 
to head northward to Nazareth in Galilee. So it 
happened that the “son of David” would grow 
up in a town that is not even mentioned in the 
Old Testament, to which no promises were 
attached, and which most people referenced 
with a sneer. “Can anything good come out of 
Nazareth?” Nathanael asked Philip (John 1:46).

Perhaps that dismissive attitude is behind 
Matthew’s obscure citation that ends the 
chapter: “that he would be called a Nazarene” 
(v. 23). This, the fourth such “fulfillment” 
saying in chapter 2, has no known Old 
Testament source. Matthew says it comes 
from “prophets” (plural) rather than a single 
prophetic source. Where is Matthew directing 
our attention?

Some explain the saying as a wordplay with 
“Nazirite” (see Judges 16:17), a person 
consecrated by a special vow for a holy purpose. 
Another wordplay involves the Hebrew word 
netser, the “branch” in Is. 11:1 (a shoot from the 

stump of David’s royal line) with its Messianic 
connotations. If that’s the case, Matthew has not 
made it clear to readers, who are reading his 
Gospel in Greek, not Hebrew.

Was Jesus, as D. A. Carson suggests, going 
to be a “despised” person in a way that 
corresponded to His hometown? Isaiah 
had foretold that He would be “despised 
and rejected by men” (Is. 53:3, and cf. Ps. 
22:6–8). If so, Matthew has here given us 
the substance of something several prophets 
had said, that the Messiah, God’s Servant, 
would be despised . . . like a Nazarene! 
When Christians were later referred to as the 
“Nazarene sect” (Acts 24:5), the name was 
obviously meant as a gibe.

Jesus’ residence in Nazareth is connected to a 
theme we have already seen in Matthew, that 
God’s sending of the Messiah transpires “in 
unexpected ways, ways that neither the pious 
nor the wicked can know apart from divine 
revelation” (Gibbs).

HOW D O M AT T H EW 2 A N D LU K E 2 
FI T TO GET H ER ?
While it is plain that the Magi arrived weeks 
(or months) after Jesus was born, it is not a 
simple matter to explain how the visit of the 
Magi and the flight to Egypt are to be seen in 
sequence with the events narrated by Luke — 
the presentation at the Temple and the return 
to Nazareth “when [Mary and Joseph] had 
performed everything according to the Law” 
(Luke 2:39).

The Evangelists, as we will see repeatedly, 
were selective in what episodes they chose to 
include and in what order those episodes are 
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presented. We moderns hunger for a clean, explainable timeline. The simplest “harmonization” 
would be to assume that Luke has telescoped his account in Luke 2:39, and that the 
Matthean narrative took place between the dependent clause (“And when they had performed 
everything according to the Law”) and the main clause (“they returned into Galilee”). Such a 
harmonization would be laid out like this:

The two Gospels agree on where Jesus was born (Bethlehem) and where He grew up 
(Nazareth). But as witnesses with unique perspectives, each wants us to focus on a different 
part of the story. Matthew’s account underlines Jesus’ true kingship and the importance of 
seeing all that happened as fulfillment of the Old Testament.

Our understanding of Jesus as our King is enriched by having more than one witness.

Matthew ’s accOUnt

Jesus is born in Bethlehem and the Magi 
see the star in the East.

lUKe’s accOUnt

Jesus is born in Bethlehem.

(Matthew omits all this)

Months later the Magi arrive and visit the 
child in a house in Bethlehem.

The Holy Family flees to Egypt until 
Herod’s death.

Joseph and family return to Nazareth.

The shepherds see Jesus in the manger. 
Jesus is circumcised on the 8th day. 
Jesus is presented on the 40th day, and 
Simeon and Anna see Him.

(Luke omits all this)

Joseph and family return to Nazareth.

(the Holy Family goes on living in Bethlehem for a time)
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PE R SONA L A PPLIC AT ION

Prayer as we prepare: Great God, bless this time of study. Guide me to listen to 
the voice of John the Baptist. Help me to heed his call to prepare my heart and life 

in such a way that I might follow Jesus as Lord. In Jesus’ name. Amen.

For Review
1. What did you learn about the Magi that was “new” information to you?

2. Do you find it enriching or frustrating that Matthew and Luke have such different perspectives on the 
Christmas story?

Matthew 3:1–6
3. What is the most dramatic call for life change you have ever heard personally? Was it in church or 

elsewhere? How did you respond?

4. Compare 3:2 with 4:17 and 10:7. Who is speaking in each place? What is the message?

5. The phrase “kingdom of heaven” in verse 2 can also be translated “the reign of heaven.” Would this make 
any difference in what this phrase means to you?

6. What Old Testament passage does Matthew use to identify John in v. 3? What can you discover about the 
original context of that verse? Was it “good news” or “bad news”?

7. John’s clothing is described with some detail. Why might this be significant? (see 2 Kings 1:8, Matt. 11:14)

Matthew 3:7–12
8. Do a search on the internet or in a Bible dictionary for “Pharisees” and “Sadducees” and share what you 

discover.

9. John calls the Pharisees and Sadducees to “bear fruit in keeping with repentance” (v. 8). By reading Matt. 
12:33, John 15:4–5, and Gal. 5:22–23, what do you understand that John is telling them?

10. What do the following images John uses mean to you: a) the axe? b) the fire? c) the winnowing fork? (vv. 
10–12)
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11. If you asked John what the difference was between his baptism and the baptism Jesus would administer, 
what would he say? How does Acts 19:1–6 shed light on this?

12. If John appeared on the scene today, how would he address the prominent religious leaders among us?

Matthew 3:13–17
13. In v. 15 how did Jesus explain why He came to John for baptism? Do the mentions of “righteousness” in 

5:20 and 6:33 shed any light on what He means?

14. How are the “three persons of the Trinity” active in this section?

15. In our attempt to grasp the meaning of “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased” in v. 17, 
what do Ps. 2:7 and Is. 42:1 add?

16. When was the last time you thought seriously about your baptism? In what way does it comfort or 
encourage you at this point in your life?

MEMORY VERSE
Matthew 3:2 “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.”
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A VOICE IN  THE WILDERNESS – MATTHEW 3:1–6 24

WORDS OF WARNING TO THE LEADERS – MATTHEW 3:7–10 25

HERE COMES THE JUDGE!  –  MATTHEW 3:11–12 26

THE BAPTISM OF JESUS – MATTHEW 3:13–17 26

PERSONAL APPL ICAT ION 28

VA NCO U V ER , VA NCO U V ER , T H IS IS I T !
On a sunny Sunday morning in May 1980, USGS volcanologist David 
Johnston was monitoring Mt. St. Helens about 60 miles northeast of 
Vancouver, Washington. The volcano had been rumbling and venting 
steam for months, and most people expected “something” would happen, 
but no one knew when. None could predict how big it would be. At just 
after 8:30 a.m. came a brief, but unforgettable radio transmission from 
Johnston: “Vancouver, Vancouver, this is it!” The eruption many had 
expected (and some had doubted) came with breath-taking speed and 
power. Johnston and 56 other people perished in the blast, and the 
landscape of the Pacific Northwest was forever changed.

As Matthew chapter 3 opens, John the Baptist is manning his post in the 
Judean wilderness. We hear him make his unforgettable announcement 
of an event that would far eclipse Mt. St. Helens’ eruption. “This is it!” he 
shouts at the throngs of people who have been expecting “something” 
from God. There were varied opinions about when God’s Messiah would 
“erupt” onto the scene and what, precisely, He would do. For 400 years, 
there had been no prophetic voice in Israel. Some had surely ceased 
believing anything at all would happen.

But now reports of a wild young man down by the Jordan River 
filtered through the countryside. People came in droves to listen to his 
electrifying message. He had a prophet’s demeanor and a megaphone 
voice. There could be no mistaking the urgent words they were hearing: 
“This is it! Prepare the way. The kingdom of heaven is at hand!” With 
breathtaking speed and power, events began to unfold and John’s 
message proved true. We still celebrate year after year the coming he 
announced, for it has changed the landscape of our lives forever.

“This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well 
pleased” Had we been there to hear the Voice, it 

would still be echoing in our ears and hearts.

Matthew
T h i s  i s  i T !
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A VOICE I N T H E W I LDER N ESS 
Matthew 3:1–6
The time lapse of thirty years since the Holy 
Family’s move to Nazareth seems of no 
consequence to Matthew. The reader may ignore 
the chapter division and read on without a pause: 
“he . . . lived in a city called Nazareth . . . In 
those days John the Baptist came” (2:23–3:1). 
What now happens “down by the riverside” is the 
moment of consequence. The powerful preaching 
of John the Baptist at the Jordan River is where 
the Synoptic Gospels synchronize.

Who was this fellow John? Luke tells us that 
Mary and Elizabeth were relatives (Luke 1:36), 
which means John and Jesus were too. All four 
Evangelists identify him as the “voice . . . crying 
‘In the wilderness’” (Is. 40:3). No ordinary street 
preacher is John! He is the herald of God’s 
coming “with might” in the last days to restore 
His exiled people. John is announcing the coming 
of the Messiah who will bring His people home 
from the exile of their sins.

This man John is a walking sermon. Even his food 
and clothing preach a message. His garments 
fairly shout who he is and why he has come. “A 
garment of hair, with a belt of leather about his 
waist” once identified the prophet Elijah to King 
Ahaziah (2 Kings 1:8). Now John is wearing the 
very same outfit.

What was the significance of Elijah? The very 
final paragraph in the Old Testament provides 
God’s explanation: “Behold, I will send you Elijah 
the prophet before the great and awesome day 
of the Lord comes . . . he will turn the hearts . . . 
lest I come and strike the land with . . . utter 
destruction” (Mal. 4:5–6). Just one look at him 
told people the “great and awesome day” had 
come. John was that end-time Elijah, and Jesus 
would later confirm it (Matt. 11:14).

John’s preaching is a clarion call to everyone 

listening: “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven 
is at hand!” (v. 2). Jesus Himself begins His 
preaching with these very words (4:17). As He 
later sends out the Twelve, Jesus instructs them 
likewise to proclaim, “The kingdom of heaven is 
at hand” (10:7). Different mouths, same message. 
That kingdom is at the heart of Matthew’s Gospel.

Matthew is the only Evangelist to use “kingdom 
of heaven” (the others regularly say “kingdom 
of God”), a phrase that appears more than thirty 
times. In normal English usage, “kingdom” is 
a place, a static location. Jeff Gibbs urges the 
more dynamic word “reign,” suggesting God’s 
kingly activity. To hear these words as the original 
listeners, he adds, we must think in the opposite 
direction. We are used to picturing salvation as 
our “going up” to heaven. The original listeners, 
however, pictured God rending the heavens to 
“come down” into our world and work His mighty 
deeds to rescue us. John announces nothing less 
than the intervention of God IN HISTORY. To help 
us hear these words aright, Gibbs translates: 
“The reign of heaven stands near!” Brace 
yourselves, says John. “Get ready. This is it!”

John’s sermon was more than words. Mark and 
Luke say he was literally “proclaiming a baptism 
of repentance” (Mark 1:4, Luke 3:3). Modern-
day Christians might scroll right past this detail 
without realizing just how astonishing it was 
for a preacher to invite JEWS to be baptized. 
Gentiles who wanted to join God’s people would 
undergo “proselyte baptism,” but John’s audience 
is Jewish, not Gentile. John is issuing a call for 
a national conversion to meet the one “who is 
coming after me” (v. 11). He speaks WORDS that 
urge a DEED of great significance. His preaching 
gets results. “Jerusalem and all Judea . . . were 
baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing 
their sins” (vv. 5–6).

The “great and awesome day of the Lord” 
Malachi had announced was here at last!
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WOR DS OF WA R N I NG 
TO T H E LE A DER S 
Matthew 3:7–10
Surprising to everyone, especially John 
himself, was the appearance of “many of 
the Pharisees and Sadducees coming to his 
baptism” (v. 7). The Pharisees were a lay 
movement that had its roots in the patriotic 
resistance to the former Greek occupiers, 
earning the respect of most Jews. They 
called the nation to a careful study of the 
Law and a rigorous obedience to it. The 
Sadducees were a small, but powerful 
priestly class who had control of the Temple, 
and who looked with suspicion on such 
“new” teachings as the resurrection and life 
after death.

Despite their differences, neither group 
would be likely followers of this new prophet. 
Both already had an established identity. 
They would eventually form a tag team in 
opposition to Jesus. But for now they came 
to the Jordan among the burgeoning throng, 
perhaps initially to evaluate this young man. 
It seems, somewhat unexpectedly, that they 
presented themselves for baptism as well.

John turned to face them and issued a 
startling rebuke: “You brood of vipers! Who 
warned you to flee from the wrath to come?” 
(v. 7). Jesus Himself would later call them 
“vipers” too (12:34, 23:33). Specifically 
John challenged their presumption of their 
own sufficient goodness in the sight of God: 
“Bear fruit in keeping with repentance. And 
do not presume to say to yourselves, ‘We 
have Abraham as our father’” (vv. 8–9). 
Both groups assumed that because of 

their physical descent from Abraham and 
avoidance of gross sin, they were right with 
God. The rabbis had taught that Abraham 
was such a good man that he had built up a 
“treasury of merit” that covered all the needs 
of his descendants. They were saying, in 
effect, “I’m one of his kids. I get a pass!”

John called the Pharisees and Sadducees to 
“bear fruit in keeping with repentance” (v. 
8). Genuine faith doesn’t simply talk the talk, 
it walks the walk! It produces fruitful deeds 
that issue from a heart fixed on the Lord 
(Matt. 12:33, Gal. 5:22ff.). John is urging 
not just a few more good deeds, but a total 
change of heart and mind. The relationship 
with God, not one’s religious pedigree, is 
what finally matters. What would John say, 
do you suppose, about clergy sex abuse and 
celebrity evangelists living wealthy lifestyles? 
What would he say to us, who are sometimes 
prone to boast about our Lutheran roots even 
when we are not yielding Gospel fruits? On 
what are our hearts truly fixed?

John set his warning against the backdrop 
of God’s coming judgment. The “axe . . . laid 
to the root of the trees” and the “fire” that 
would burn those trees were vivid images 
of the destruction waiting for people whose 
trust was in themselves and not in God. 
The winnowing fork (v. 12), something like 
our present-day pitchfork, was used to toss 
grain into the air. The wind would carry the 
chaff to the side and the heavier grain would 
fall to the threshing floor. It is an image 
of how God will one day separate “wheat” 
people from “chaff” people. All of us will 
face Him on that day.
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H E R E COMES T H E JU D GE ! 
Matthew 3:11–12
John’s ultimate purpose was to direct his 
listeners’ gaze away from himself to the man 
“who is coming after me.” There is a clear 
demarcation between the two men, summed up 
in the sort of baptism they will bring. “I baptize 
you with water for repentance, but he . . . will 
baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire” (v. 11).

John’s baptism is not yet the later Christian 
sacrament, as is clearly indicated in Acts 19:1–6 
(there the issue for Paul is the absence of the 
Holy Spirit). John’s baptism was preparatory at 
best, meant to produce repentance, a “washing 
away” of one’s past and a getting ready to hear 
and follow the One who would administer a 
greater baptism “with the Holy Spirit and fire.”

We should be careful to observe that John’s 
description of Jesus’ work as a “baptizing” 
denotes the whole work of Jesus and not simply 
the sacrament of Holy Baptism. D. A. Carson 
notes that many Jews at that time believed that 
God’s Spirit had been withdrawn from the world 
until the Messiah would come. John was making 
it clear that the “coming one” was that Messiah, 
who would bring the Holy Spirit (as was finally 
poured out on the Church at Pentecost and is 
given to us individually in baptism) and the 
“fire” of final judgment. As John makes clear, 
the Messiah Himself will hold that “winnowing 
fork” that separates people on the Day of 
Judgment, even as He Himself will both “gather” 
and “burn”! “He will baptize” sums up His whole 
work, culminating in the Last Judgment.

It is a sobering and salutary word for us who, at 
times, lose sight of Jesus as Judge.

T H E B A P T ISM OF JESUS 
Matthew 3:13–17
The time has come. Jesus Himself arrives on 
the scene “to be baptized by [John]” (v. 13). The 
one whose mission it is to “save his people from 
their sins” (1:21) has come to the very place 
where sinners are lining up to confess! But John 
wonders why this is necessary: “I need to be 
baptized by you, and do you come to me?” We 
would wonder the same thing! A sinner’s bath 
for a sinless man? Jesus responds that this act 
was undertaken “to fulfill all righteousness” (v. 
15). But what does He mean? Since Matthew 
is the only Gospel to record this interchange, 
and since it comes precisely at the center 
of the narrative, this explanation is the key 
to understanding the significance of Jesus’ 
baptism.

In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus contrasts 
two kinds of “righteousness.” One kind is the 
accumulation of good deeds, the righteousness 
the Pharisees sought. Such righteousness Jesus 
labels “your” righteousness (5:20). If you want 
to manufacture your own righteousness, Jesus 
is saying, you’d better outdo the Pharisees! 
The other kind is not ours but God’s (“[God’s] 
righteous acts” — Ps. 71:15). That kind is to be 
our aim: “Seek first the kingdom of God and his 
righteousness” (6:33). His, not ours! Now Jesus 
will begin to “fill” that righteousness God enacts 
and gives to people, starting with this baptism.

“Let it be so now,” Jesus tells John. His baptism 
“is a concession, an allowance due to His state 
of humiliation: the sinless Son of God receives 
the baptism meant for sinners because He shall 
be the sin-bearer” (Gibbs). In receiving this 
baptism, Jesus will take His stand with sinners 
and indeed begin taking their place! In doing 
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this Jesus and John together will “fulfill” righteousness, which is another way of 
saying that they will become agents in God’s plan for salvation.

Then the text says very simply, “[John] consented” (v. 15). What follows the 
baptism is an astonishing enactment by the Holy Trinity. Jesus the Son is baptized, 
and “the heavens were opened,” an answer to the prayer in Is. 64:1–2 and the 
Church’s Advent collects: “Oh that you would rend the heavens and come down!” 
The opening of the heavens signals an end-time event of great significance. The 
Holy Spirit descends “like a dove” and comes to rest on Him (v. 16), a signal that 
Jesus is that Servant promised in Isaiah: “Behold my servant . . . I have put my 
Spirit upon him; he will bring forth justice to the nations” (Is. 42:1).

Finally the Father’s voice from heaven speaks the blessing, “This is my beloved 
Son, with whom I am well pleased” (v. 17). Had we been there to hear the Voice, it 
would still be echoing in our ears and hearts. “This is my beloved Son” reminds us 
of Psalm 2, a messianic song in which God speaks to the newly-crowned king and 
says, “You are my Son; today I have begotten you” (Ps. 2:7).

But there is another Scripture even closer at hand and more directly relevant. 
In the previous chapter (2:15), Matthew quoted Hos. 11:1: “Out of Egypt I called 
my son.” Jeff Gibbs argues convincingly that “Jesus has come as God’s Son, the 
representative of the nation, to be in the people’s place.” It was already at the 
exodus from Egypt that God constituted Israel as His “son” (Ex. 4:22). What’s 
more, in Jer. 31:20 God speaks of Israel (Ephraim) as “my dear son”! That Jesus 
the “beloved Son” is embodying the nation Israel and doing what it could not do 
will be spelled out again in the very next chapter, the story of His temptation.

God has broken the long silence between the Testaments, a clear sign of the 
dawn of the Messianic Age, the “last days”! The Spirit’s descent has imparted to 
Jesus the promised “servant” a power that now rouses Him to action. There is no 
preaching, there is no miracle until after He is baptized.

The baptism of our Lord is an ordination and installation like no other. Now His 
mission begins.
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PER SONAL APPLICAT ION
Prayer as we prepare:

Lord God, gird us for the spiritual warfare that we face. Even as Jesus used the Word 
as His weapon, so plant Your Word in our hearts and bring it to our lips in time of 
need. Bless this study of Your Word for our lasting good, for Jesus’ sake. Amen.

For Review
1. Share something significant you learned about John the Baptist.

2. Distinguish the work of John from the work of Jesus by describing their respective “baptisms.”

Matthew 4:1–11
3. This chapter opens in “the wilderness.” Read Deut. 8:1–5. Recall the experience of the nation Israel in its 

wilderness wandering. How long were they there? What was God’s purpose in allowing them to go through 
this long ordeal?

4. For what purpose did the Spirit lead Jesus into the wilderness? Why was this important? See Heb. 2:14–18 
for additional insight.

5. How long was Jesus there? How do Deut. 8:2, Ex. 24:18 and 1 Kings 19:8 shed light on this detail?

6. Note that the tempter is called three different things in vv. 1–11. What are they?

7. Re-read 3:16–17. Why does the tempter preface the first two temptations as he does? What was at issue 
for Jesus?

8. Three times in these verses, Jesus quotes Scripture in His struggle with the tempter. All three are from the 
same book. Check a concordance or your footnotes (if you have those) and record the source of each.

9. When are you most vulnerable to the tempter? a) When I’m away from home. b) When I’m tired or under 
stress. c) When I’m not expecting it. d) After a spiritual high.

10. What comfort can you take from 1 Cor. 10:13?

LWBS28

4 M A T T H E W  4 : 1 – 2 4



Matthew 4:12–16
11. When Jesus heard of John’s imprisonment, how did He respond?

12. Use the internet or a Bible dictionary to learn what you can about Capernaum. Jesus’ move there fulfilled 
another prophecy. List the source. Why do you think Matthew cites it?

13. The opening section of Matthew (1:1–4:16) focused on Jesus’ identity. Looking back, what did you see in 
that section that struck you about Jesus and His mission?

Matthew 4:17–24
14. How does Jesus’ ministry repeat John’s? How does it go beyond John’s? What three aspects of Jesus’ 

ministry are enumerated in v. 23?

15. What promise attends Jesus’ call to Peter and Andrew? What do you notice about the response of BOTH sets 
of brothers to the call of Jesus?

16. What’s the biggest hurdle you face in obeying Christ’s call to you?
 a. Being certain I’ve heard Him.
 b. Feeling I’m already too busy.
 c. There are people or things I just can’t bear “leaving.”
 d. My tendency to procrastinate — “later, but not now.”
 e. Fear of the unknown.
17. If you were in the crowds following Jesus, what kind of help would you ask Him for?

MEMORY VERSES
Take time to review the two verses suggested in these opening lessons (1:21 and 3:2).
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THE MOVE TO CAPERNAUM – MATTHEW 4:12–16 32

CALL ING H IS  F IRST D ISCIPLES – MATTHEW 4:17–22 33
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T H E K ICKOFF
It is a crisp autumn afternoon, and the stadium is filled with people eager 
to see how their football team and its heralded new coach will perform. 
This season’s opener will be a stern challenge, a much-anticipated 
matchup with a tough opponent. The soloist has sung a lively rendition 
of the national anthem, and the color guard has borne the flag to the 
sideline with measured steps. The teams line up and face one another. 
The crowd leans forward. And here’s the kickoff…

The opening chapters of Matthew have presented Jesus to the readers, 
much as a team is introduced to the school and the wider community. 
In chapter four comes the actual “kickoff” of Jesus’ public ministry. His 
first encounter with a very tough opponent takes place, not in a stadium 
thronged with cheering fans, but in a rocky desert where the two face 
one another alone.

FACI NG T H E OPP OSI T ION 
Matthew 4:1–11
Before Jesus launches His public ministry, He faces a stern challenge 
which God Himself has scheduled. The Spirit which descended on Jesus 
at His baptism now leads Him into the wilderness “to be tempted by 
the devil” (v. 1). Jesus’ opponent is the enemy who conquered Adam 
and Eve, “that ancient serpent, who is called the devil and Satan” (Rev. 
12:9). “Devil” (vv. 1, 5, 8, 11) means “slanderer.” “Satan” (v. 10) means 
“accuser.” In addition he is called “the tempter” (v. 3).

Jesus accepts the Father’s will and trusts His Word.

Matthew
T h e  m i n i s T r y  k i c k o F F
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God’s purpose and Satan’s purpose coincide in the temptation story. The same Greek 
word (peiradzoo) may mean either “test” or “tempt,” depending on who administers it 
and for what purpose. God had long ago tested His “son” Israel (Ex. 4:22 and 15:25). 
Now He arranges another test for His “beloved Son” with the intent that Jesus would 
emerge victorious where Israel failed. The devil is only too willing to serve as the agent 
of this test. Used here about the devil, the same verb means not a “testing” but a 
“tempting,” for Satan desires His failure and fall.

The elements of the story make it clear that Jesus is taking Israel’s place and repeating 
its history. Compare the narrative about Jesus in Matthew 3–4 with the experience of 
Israel:

Israel “baptized” in Red Sea (1 Cor. 10:2) Jesus baptized in the Jordan

Israel declared God’s “son” (Ex. 4:22) Jesus declared God’s Son

Israel in the wilderness 40 years Jesus in the wilderness 40 days

Israelites became hungry After fasting, Jesus was hungry

Israel tested by God (Deut. 8:1–3) Jesus tempted by the devil

The three temptations are all the same at heart. Their focus: what kind of “Son of God” 
will Jesus prove to be? The devil prefaces the first two with “If you are the Son of God.” 
How will Jesus use His power? The tempter wants to entice Jesus to opt for a different 
kind of sonship than what the Father desires. Will He act on His own behalf or trust the 
Father’s Word?

The first temptation (vv. 3–4) invites Jesus to use His power to turn stones to bread. 
Bread is a good thing, isn’t it? And eating to gain strength to do the Son of God’s work is 
a necessity, isn’t it? The hungry Israelites failed the hunger test and murmured against 
God (Ex. 16:3).

The second temptation (vv. 5–7) challenges Jesus to throw Himself down from the 
pinnacle of the Temple in Jerusalem and demonstrate a son’s trust in the Father’s care 
and the presence and might of guardian angels. Don’t the Scriptures say God will do that 
for you? For good effect, Satan actually quotes from Ps. 91:11–12 (though he actually 
omits a key line — “to guard you in all your ways”). What a pious spirit the devil shows 
himself to be! The Israelites had failed the trust test. They feared invading Canaan, unable 
to rely on God’s protection (Num. 13:25–14:4).

The third temptation (vv. 8–10) brings Jesus to a “very high mountain” where the tempter 
makes a magnanimous offer. “All these [kingdoms of the world] I will give you, if you 
will fall down and worship me.” A large benefit for a small price, isn’t it? Isn’t your goal, 
after all, to bring the world back to God? Here’s your chance! Here too the Israelites 
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had famously failed, bowing down to a golden 
calf (Ex. 32), and then repeating that idolatry 
persistently after entering Canaan.

Unlike Israel, Jesus accepts the Father’s will and 
trusts His Word. He answers each of the three 
temptations by citing the book of Deuteronomy, 
the book that summarizes the story of Israel in the 
wilderness. Make bread to live? No! “Man shall 
not live by bread alone, but by every word that 
comes from the mouth of God” (Deut. 8:3). God 
wills that, at this time, I am to be hungry. I will live 
by His word that I am His “beloved Son.” Throw 
myself down from the pinnacle of the Temple? No! 
“You shall not put the Lord your God to the test” 
(Deut. 6:16). I will trust Him, not test Him. Fall 
down and worship you? No! “Begone, Satan, for 
it is written, ‘You shall worship the Lord your God 
and him only shall you serve’” (Deut. 6:13).

Jesus overcomes Satan, who is forced to leave 
Him. He has passed the test that Israel failed. He 
will now undertake His public ministry, not as a 
“Messiah of Power,” but as a “Servant Messiah.” 
His trust is answered by the very angels Satan 
had glibly referenced, “ministering” to Him (v. 11). 
Almost certainly they were the ones who fed God’s 
hungry Son, who had trusted His Father to provide.

The long battle has been joined. Jesus has won 
round one. But there will come rematches. In one 
of those, Peter will be Satan’s stand-in to deflect 
Jesus from His road to the cross (16:21–23). 
Even at the cross, Jesus will be tempted to come 
down with the very same words, “If you are the 
Son of God.” (27:40, 43).

We do well to ponder this scene often. For 
temptation will come to us persistently. Reading 
this story will help us learn to recognize it when 
it does. It will encourage us to learn the Word of 
God and use it. Above all, it will encourage us to 
see that Satan is vulnerable as we keep our eyes 
on Jesus, who’s “by our side upon the plain with 

His good gifts and Spirit”! It is a great comfort for 
us to know that “because he himself has suffered 
when tempted, he is able to help” us in our own 
hour of need (Heb. 2:18).

T H E MOV E TO C A PER NAU M 
Matthew 4:12–16

“Now when he heard that John had been 
arrested, he withdrew into Galilee” (v. 12).

It sounds like a retreat for fear that He too will 
be arrested. But Floyd Filson sees Jesus’ move 
to Capernaum not as a retreat from danger, but 
as an answer to Herod Antipas, who was, after 
all, tetrarch of Galilee (Luke 3:1): “He took up in 
Herod’s territory the work which Herod had tried 
to stop by arresting John.”

Capernaum, which probably means “village of 
Nahum,” was a busy town on the shore of the 
Sea of Galilee. The fishing industry there was of 
such size that it demanded a “tax booth” (Mt. 9:9) 
located nearby. The Sea of Galilee, a large lake 
some 13 miles long and 8 miles wide, will be the 
scene of many memorable words and deeds.

Matthew explains the move as still another 
fulfillment of prophecy. The lengthy quote in vv. 
15–16 loosely reproduces portions of Isaiah 9:1–
2, where Isaiah promises new glory for a region 
humbled by the Assyrian invasion in 733 BC.

Greater Galilee, a sizable area which measured 
about 40 by 70 miles and had perhaps 200 
towns, was part of the allotments originally 
given to the tribes of Zebulun and Naphtali. Its 
location at the northern border of Israel made 
Gentile incursions a fact of life. The Assyrians led 
away many Jews and imported foreigners who 
intermarried with some of the remaining Jews 
and produced the “Samaritans.” Taken together, 
these factors led to its being called “Galilee of 
the Gentiles.”
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The “darkness” Isaiah describes may refer to the distance from Jerusalem where people had 
religious and cultic advantages (Carson) or to the pagan darkness that arrived along with the 
imported foreigners. The arrival of Jesus in “Galilee of the Gentiles” is an unmistakable signal 
that God’s ultimate intent is to shine the light of the Gospel also on the Gentiles. It will be to 
Galilee that the risen Christ sends the eleven apostles, and from a “mountain” there that He will 
direct them to “make disciples of all nations” (28:19).

C A LLI NG H IS FI R ST DISCI PLES 
Matthew 4:17–22
“From that time” announces that a new stage of the Gospel is underway. To this point Matthew 
has presented Jesus to his readers by means of His family tree, the meaning of His name, His 
majestic titles, the Scriptures His arrival has fulfilled, and the narrative of His baptism and 
temptations. Now we watch His public ministry unfold.

“Jesus began to preach” (v. 17). His message is the very same as John’s had been: “Repent, 
for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.” The kingly rule of God, expected by the Jews at the 
Last Day, is breaking into history NOW! While the full and final reign of heaven has not yet 
fully arrived, the King Himself has, and He is bringing a salvation that will be consummated on 
the Last Day. “The horizon that defines and looms over all of Jesus’ teaching and ministry, his 
death, and His resurrection, is the Last Day” (Gibbs).

He will not minister alone. Already He begins to call followers who will help Him and will 
themselves be trained to do what He is doing and say what He is saying. The account is simple 
and straightforward. “He saw two brothers . . . they were fishermen. And he said to them, 
‘Follow me, and I will make you fishers of men’” (vv. 18–19).

Matthew’s account makes it sound like Jesus has not seen these men before this moment. 
In John’s Gospel, however, it becomes clear that Andrew, previously a disciple of John the 
Baptist, and his brother Simon have already met Jesus and that Jesus has nicknamed Simon as 
“Cephas” or “Peter” (John 1:35–42). That prior meeting may explain their willingness to follow 
Jesus “immediately” (v. 20). As Matthew records it, the summons of Jesus is authoritative, 

The kingly rule of God, expected by the Jews at the 
Last Day, is breaking into history NOW!
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pulling the disciples forcefully away from 
their old attachments. That authority is 
underlined as, “going on from there,” Jesus 
sees two more brothers and calls them. 
They too respond “immediately” (v. 22), 
leaving “the boat and their father.” The call 
of the kingdom trumps all other allegiances 
and responsibilities!

Do these four men realize what they’re in 
for? For that matter, do we? It may be, as 
John reports, that Peter and Andrew, at least, 
have some previous awareness of Jesus and 
His ministry. Perhaps they have heard reports 
of Jesus’ preaching. But it is abundantly 
clear in all the Gospels that they have only a 
rudimentary understanding of where all this 
will lead. For now, these fishermen know 
that somehow He will make them “fishers of 
men.” That’s enough to rouse their curiosity 
and fire their imagination. Fishing for 
people? Maybe we can do that!

T E ACH I NG, PR E ACH I NG, H E A LI NG 
Matthew 4:23–24
Now follows a kind of “summary report” of 
Jesus’ initial ministry in Galilee, summed up 
in three words: “teaching,” “proclaiming,” 
and “healing” (v. 23). It is a ministry of both 
words and actions, because Jesus has come 
not only to forgive people’s sins, but to 
rescue them from the ongoing damage sin 
does, even as the Church today still serves 
the whole person, “body and soul.”

Jesus is teaching and preaching “in 
their synagogues,” the places where the 
Jews gathered for prayers, the reading of 
Scripture, commentary (comparable to our 
sermons), and blessings. The synagogue as 
an institution developed during the time of 

the Exile and sustained the community of 
faith in the absence of a temple. Tourists may 
still see ruins of a synagogue in Capernaum 
that date from the 2nd century AD.

He was also “healing every disease and 
every affliction” (v. 23), a mark of His 
authority over the natural and demonic 
world. The catalogue of maladies here 
includes “diseases” and “pains,” those 
“oppressed by demons,” “those having 
seizures” (the word literally means “those 
who were moonstruck,” but there is no 
agreement on the precise meaning of this 
term), and “paralytics.”

The sheer variety of these terms reminds 
us to avoid extremes when we speak about 
Jesus’ healing ministry and that of the 
modern-day Church. One extreme view is 
that ALL ailments are the result of demonic 
powers at work, and the ministry of the 
medical community is set aside in favor 
of “faith healing.” The other extreme says 
that everything has a purely naturalistic 
explanation and the “demonic” (or even 
prayer!) is dismissed as a relic of the 
ignorant past. The lists of ailments Jesus 
healed embrace both the physical and 
the spiritual dimensions of human woes. 
In Jesus, God’s gracious reign broke into 
history, and it still brings wholeness to those 
who trust Him.

Verse 25 describes the response to His 
ministry and sets the stage for Jesus’ first 
great discourse, the Sermon on the Mount.
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PER SONA L A PPLIC AT ION

Lord, I confess I don’t always listen to Your Word as I should. As I read this great sermon, 
help me attend to it as a message spoken directly to my life, my heart! Then empower me to 

trust what You promise and obey what You command, for the sake of Jesus. Amen.

For Review
1. How is the way Jesus faced temptation instructive for you personally?

2. In light of this lesson, what might be some reasons for Jesus’ decision to move to Capernaum and begin His 
public ministry in Galilee?

Matthew 4:25–5:12
3. Can you recall a sermon that had a significant impact on your life? If yes, share something about it with 

your group.

4. Where is Jesus when He preaches this Great Sermon? Is there any significance to the location? To whom is 
the sermon addressed?

5. How would you express in your own words the following: “poor in spirit” (v. 3)? “meek” (v. 5)? “pure in 
heart” (v. 8)?

6. In these “beatitudes,” is Jesus describing who His followers ARE, or prescribing what they ought to DO?

7. Of the eight qualities Jesus mentions, which ones most closely describe your life just now? Which qualities 
are least represented in your life?

Matthew 5:13–20
8. How do the images of salt and light explain the Christian’s relationship with “the world”?

9. Jesus directs us to “let your light shine” (v. 16). Is the light that shines from you just now more like a) a 
floodlight? b) a 100-watt bulb? c) a night light? How would you like to shine brighter?

10. What is denoted by the phrase “the Law or the Prophets” (v. 17)? See also 7:12 and 22:40.
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11.  What two words in verse 17 summarize the two contrasting approaches Jesus and His followers might 
take toward the Old Testament?

12. What do you think Jesus means to say by a righteousness that “exceeds that of the scribes and 
Pharisees”? Have a look at Rom. 1:17 and 3:21–22.

Matthew 5:21–48
13. Now comes His illustration of His approach to the Law. Which of the Ten Commandments is being 

addressed:
 in vv. 21–26?

 in vv. 27–32?

14. In both cases, what does Jesus add in explaining the breaking of these commandments?

15. Read closely the section on divorce. Why is the situation framed from the husband’s perspective? What 
requirement was made in the Law for those who chose to divorce (see Dt. 24:1–4 and cf. Matt. 19:3–8)? 
On what grounds does Jesus say that divorce may be allowed?

16. In the section on oath-taking, what is Jesus urging about our talking to others?

17. What is the source of the reference “An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth” (see footnotes)? What was 
the intent of this directive in the Old Testament? What’s your personal reaction to the prohibition against 
retaliation?

18. The final section in chapter 5 speaks of love. Of what kind of love is everyone capable? Who is the model 
for the kind of love Jesus holds before His listeners?

19. You are in the crowd listening to this sermon. What do you come away feeling? What part of the sermon do 
you feel is most directed at your life?

SUGGESTED MEMORY VERSE
Matthew 5:16 “Let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to 

your Father who is in heaven.” OR
Matthew 5:44–45 “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be sons of your 

Father who is in heaven.”
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Of all the sermons ever preached, one stands out as 
the greatest. It is “The Sermon on the Mount.”

SP OT LIGH T ON SER MONS
The sermon has been part of Christian worship since the day of 
Pentecost. There have been many legendary preachers along the 
way, from John Chrysostom (“golden mouth”) to Charles Spurgeon 
(England’s “Prince of Preachers”). No one in history preached to more 
people face-to-face than Billy Graham, whose audiences numbered 215 
million people in 185 countries!

How many sermons have you heard? How many would you say were 
great or even good? That’s a highly subjective question, difficult to 
answer quickly, for a sermon may be helpful even if not interesting. It 
may work on a hearer over time. The proof of a sermon is measured in 
the strengthening of a listener’s faith, the shaping of a listener’s life, 
or both!

Of all the sermons ever preached, one stands out as the greatest. It is 
“The Sermon on the Mount,” a message preached by Jesus at the start 
of His ministry. Recorded in its full form only by Matthew, it occupies 
nearly three chapters and over 2,000 words, the longest recorded 
sermon in the Bible. It is without a rival in its lasting impact on the 
Church and its preaching. We will spend two sessions pondering this 
great sermon and praying that it might have its full effect on us.

Matthew
T h e  G r e a T  s e r m o n  ( p a r T  o n e )
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T H E SET T I NG A N D T H E LIST EN ER S 
Matthew 4:25–5:2
The setting? “He went up on the mountain” (v. 1). While this “mountain” was likely a modest hill 
alongside the Sea of Galilee, its mention is significant because God often used mountains to reveal 
Himself and act memorably. Noah’s ark came to rest on Mt. Ararat. Abraham’s sacrificial journey with 
Isaac took him up Mt. Moriah. Moses received the Law on Mt. Sinai. Jesus would later be transfigured 
on a “high mountain” (Matt. 17:1) and deliver His Great Commission to the eleven on a mountain in 
Galilee (28:16). Even the location of this sermon says, “Pay close attention!”

The sermon is preached in the presence of two distinct groups. One is the “great crowds” who 
followed Jesus there from “Galilee and the Decapolis . . . Jerusalem and Judea, and from beyond 
the Jordan” (4:25), an area nearly 100 miles in circumference! The other is the smaller circle of “his 
disciples” (5:1). When Matthew says Jesus taught “them” (v. 2), “disciples” is the nearest antecedent. 
But at the end of the sermon it is clear that the great crowds have been paying attention too, for they 
“were astonished at his teaching” (7:28). The distinction between those who merely show up to listen 
and those who respond in actual discipleship is mirrored in the Beatitudes, which pointedly refer to 
both “they” (the first eight Beatitudes) and “you” (the final one). In which group will we find ourselves?

B E AT I T U DES: T H E D O ORWAY I N 
Matthew 5:3–12
The “Beatitudes” (Latin beatus, “blessed”) are so named because of the repeated words “Blessed are,” 
which resound like the ringing of a lovely bell. “Blessed” (Greek makarioi) means more than merely 
“happy.” It is the equivalent of “saved,” the status of those who live under the gracious reign of the 
King. The verb “are” in each Beatitude is present indicative, denoting those who “are in fact now” 
poor, meek, merciful, pure in heart and so on. This is not a prescription for how one ought to live, but a 
description of those who are under that King’s reign!

Jeff Gibbs calls the Beatitudes the “doorway in” to the entire sermon. They are the gracious 
announcement of the blessed life His disciples experience already here and now (“theirs is”), a 
blessedness to be realized fully on the Last Day (“they shall”). The aforementioned transition from 
“they” to “you” leads us into the heart of the sermon, the rest of which is addressed to “you.” We 
listeners are being invited: experience this “blessed life”!

What is it like to live under God’s reign? Each beatitude describes a facet in the life of the disciple:

The POOR IN SPIRIT are not the economically deprived, but people with no spiritual resource. 
They have nothing to offer God and are simply in great need. That’s everyone!

To MOURN is not simply to be sad. This is not an exhortation to put on a sad face, but a 
description of the response Paul said would be fitting as we look at our own sins (Peter wept 
bitterly!) or those of others: “Ought you not rather to mourn?” (1 Cor. 5:2).
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MEEK vividly echoes Ps. 37:11. The Greek word behind it suggests a gentleness that 
comes from self-control (Carson). Jesus Himself exemplifies it (11:29). A good synonym 
is “lowly,” in contrast to the wicked, who plot and rage.

HUNGER AND THIRST graphically describe desire, here specifically for the 
“righteousness” God gives those in His Kingdom. Psalm 42:2 puts it beautifully: “My 
soul thirsts for God.”

MERCIFUL embraces both forgiveness for the guilty and compassion for the suffering 
and needy, an attitude that mirrors God Himself (Ps. 18:25). Mercy will be a theme to 
which Jesus often returns in Matthew (9:13, 12:7, 18:33–34).

PURE IN HEART denotes the single-mindedness of one who longs for God and hungers 
for His righteousness, the very opposite of the “double-minded man” (James 1:7–8). 
The words are almost a quote of Ps. 24:4, which speaks of “a pure heart.”

PEACEMAKERS do not merely exhibit “peacefulness.” They MAKE peace, not the multi-
megaton variety, but the sort furnished by the “Prince of Peace” (Is. 9:6–7). True peace 
is proclaimed by those with “beautiful feet” who “publish peace” between God and 
people (Is. 52:7), peace that comes when the King reigns.

PERSECUTED is not a surprising experience for the disciple in a world which bitterly 
resents those who stand with their peace-making King. With this word the Lord 
transitions from the third-person “they” of the eighth beatitude to the second-person 
“you” of the ninth. In v. 10 it happens “for righteousness’ sake.” Now in v. 11 it is “on 
my account”! The arrival of Jesus the King and the relationship with Him is the center of 
these Beatitudes.

Some of the Beatitudes describe one’s STATUS. Others describe one’s ATTITUDE or 
behavior. The first eight Beatitudes can be seen as pairs which link a status with a 
resulting attitude or behavior. Those who are “poor in spirit” will indeed “mourn” over 
their sin and others’ (read Is. 61:1–2 carefully). Those who are “lowly” will “hunger” for 
righteousness. The “pure in heart,” whose eyes are on God alone, will reflect Him by 
being “merciful.” The “peacemakers” will find themselves “persecuted” for it!

Already Jesus is anticipating the suffering that will come to Him and to His followers 
even as it came to “the prophets who were before you” (v. 12). This is, however, not an 
occasion for gloom, but for great joy, for the disciple has an eye on the King’s promise: 
“your reward is great in heaven”! With such a powerful assurance, Jesus invites us now 
to consider at length our calling as disciples.
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T H E CH R IST I A N ’S C A LLI NG 
Matthew 5:13–16
What is the Christian’s calling in the world? 
How are we to impact those around us? Jesus 
uses the images of salt and light to explain 
the difference Christians make in the world.

In Jesus’ day salt was as valuable as gold. In 
some places people even used it as money. 
Among its many uses salt was a flavoring for 
food, a preservative against the decay of meat 
and fish, a medicine, and a sign of a covenant 
(it was added to sacrifices — Lev. 2:13). 
The world needs people who will flavor its 
blandness and preserve society from complete 
moral decay. “You,” says Jesus (in Greek 
the “you” is in the emphatic first position), 
“are the salt of the earth” (v. 13). Yes, you! 
For values are eroded and cruelty, greed, 
and lust take over, except where His “salty” 
people do their preserving work. It only takes 
a pinch of salt to make a difference. Even a 
small number of believers scattered through 
this culture as faithful husbands and wives, 
as remarkable employees and friends, as 
extraordinary, honest neighbors and citizens 
will make a great difference.

The danger that attends us is not that we are 
a minority, nor that we have little political 
clout, but that we lose our “taste,” our 
“saltiness” by apathy, by compromise, or 
by cowardice that keeps us quiet when we 
ought to speak. No, says Jesus, it cannot be, 
for “you are” the salt. You know Me as the 

“called, gathered, enlightened” people of this 
kingdom. So be what you are!

Then too, “You are the light of the world” (v. 
14). We are called to be “shining” examples, 
a living visual cue that there is a rightful 
King who reigns over us. In Jesus’ day, cities 
were frequently constructed on hills to be 
defensible against attack. Moreover, they 
were often built with white limestone and 
gleamed brilliantly in the sunlight (Carson). A 
city on a hill and an ordinary oil lamp shining 
in a dark room are both pictures of the life of 
a believer which should not (and cannot!) be 
hidden. Would we hide who we are?

What is to be seen by those around us is our 
“good works” (v. 16). Our calling as Christians 
is not to be a “power bloc” that shapes public 
opinion by force. It is to let shine those “good 
works” that lead watchers to give glory not to 
us but to “your Father who is in heaven” (v. 
16). This is the first of 16 references to God 
as “Father” in the sermon.

JESUS A N D T H E L AW 
Matthew 5:17–20
What is the relationship between “the gospel 
of the kingdom” (4:23) Jesus is bringing and 
the Old Testament revelation, especially the 
demands of the Law that have been in place 
since Moses’ day? If He is indeed the Messiah 
God had long promised, will He use His 
authority to relax or even abolish the Law?

We are called to be “shining” examples, a living visual 
cue that there is a rightful King who reigns over us.
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Jesus’ answer is immediate. “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” (v. 17). The “Law and the Prophets” was 
a Jewish way of saying “the Scriptures” (as in 
Matt. 11:13, Luke 16:16, John 1:45). He says 
clearly here and later (7:12 and 22:40) that He 
intends to observe all that has been written. It 
stands; He supports it! Nothing in the Law will 
pass away until . . .

Ah, “until heaven and earth pass away . . . 
until all is accomplished” (v. 18)! These two 
“until” clauses signal that Jesus is here to do 
more than simply REPEAT God’s Old Testament 
revelation. He has come to FULFILL it. He has 
something urgent to accomplish. “He fulfills 
the Scriptures . . . most climactically and 
comprehensively in his passion, death, and 
resurrection” (Gibbs). Then in fact all things will 
truly be “accomplished” (John 19:30!).

Meanwhile, His disciples are not to “relax” the 
commandments of God. They are not to try and 
figure out which commandments can be safely 
ignored as “least” (v. 19). The righteousness 
of the disciples will surely exceed that of 
the scribes and Pharisees (as described, for 
example, in 6:1–4), because the scribes and 
Pharisees are attempting to be righteous 
without Jesus. Indeed, they will eventually 
become His enemies. It is the Gospel, finally, 
that reveals the righteousness of God (Rom. 
1:17) “through faith in Jesus Christ” (Rom. 
3:21–22).

JESUS: T H E AU T HOR I TAT I V E 
I N T E R PR ET ER OF SCR I P T U R E ! 
Matthew 5:21–48
This section contains six antitheses: “You have 
heard that it was said . . . but I say.” Jesus 
makes clear how the disciple is to be “salt and 
light” by His authoritative interpretation of the 
Law. In each case, the antithesis pits Jesus’ 

authority against the narrow interpretation the 
scribes, the “legal experts” of Judaism (“he 
was teaching them as one who had authority, 
and not as their scribes” — 7:29).

Jesus first takes aim at an interpretation of 
the Fifth Commandment that narrows “murder” 
to the literal taking of a life. God’s original 
intent, Jesus makes clear, was to prohibit not 
only the “full-grown” sin of murder, but also 
its beginnings in the anger and insults that 
so often take over our relationships. “It is an 
especially grievous matter when a disciple 
treats a fellow Christian (a “brother” — 5:22) in 
this way” (Gibbs).

Unless our “horizontal” relationships are 
repaired, our “vertical” relationship with God 
will be damaged. If we remember sinful anger 
or insult toward a fellow believer, we cannot 
simply go to church and act as if nothing has 
happened (vv. 23–24)! The warning Paul later 
makes to the Corinthians about their abuse 
of the Lord’s Supper (1 Cor. 11:17–34) makes 
the same point. To repent and turn from such 
malicious behavior is an urgent matter.

The second antithesis addresses the Sixth 
Commandment and makes clear that sexual sin 
is not limited to “four bare legs in a bed” (C. 
S. Lewis). God’s intent for His people is sexual 
purity in thought as well as in deed. How a man 
“looks” with his eyes and what a man thinks 
“in his heart” may already be “adultery” (v. 
28). The greater righteousness of the disciple 
is an interior one, a matter of one’s heart (see 
also 15:18–20). The words of Jesus here have 
much to say about the use of sexual desire in 
advertising and the flood tide of pornography 
in our own culture. The mention of removing 
one’s eye or hand (vv. 29–30) is an exaggerated 
way of saying that radical action must be taken 
against such damaging sins, which do not 
originate in the eye or hand, but in the heart!
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A third antitheses (vv. 31–32) follows closely on 
the second, and once again addresses the issue 
of adultery, particularly as it relates to divorce. 
In Jesus’ time only the husband was permitted 
to initiate a divorce, so the arguments are made 
from a husband’s point of view. When is a husband 
permitted to divorce his wife?

There was ongoing debate between two rabbinic 
schools of thought about the proper “grounds.” 
Taking a cue from Deut. 24:1–4, where Moses 
mentions a man divorcing his wife because he found 
“some indecency” in her, Rabbi Shammai concluded 
that Moses meant “adultery” and that it was the 
only legitimate reason for divorce. Rabbi Hillel took 
a much more lax view: a husband could divorce his 
wife for practically any reason he saw fit!

The view of Hillel was prevalent, and the scribes 
were busy splitting hairs about the “how” of writing 
proper bills of divorce. Divorce is not that big a deal 
if done the correct way! The Pharisees would later 
approach Jesus with a divorce question framed 
around these very matters (Matt. 19:3). With the 
Pharisees, Jesus brought the issue back from the 
casuistry of divorce to the meaning of marriage 
itself. Here He categorically denies the validity of 
divorce “except on the ground of sexual immorality” 
(the Greek word porneia). Divorce, like adultery, 
breaks a sacred union God intends to be permanent. 
This pronouncement of Jesus is not meant to be 
case law but a general principle affirming the 
sacredness of marriage.

The fourth antithesis takes us into the elaborate 
Jewish practice of oath-taking. The directive not to 
“swear falsely” is from Lev. 19:12 and is probably 
tied to the Second Commandment and the general 
use of God’s name. “What,” Jesus is asking, “is the 
good of making a hierarchy of oaths (“by heaven,” 
“by the earth,” “by Jerusalem,” “by your head” — 
vv. 34–36)?” A disciple is not to use ANY words 
carelessly. Simply be truthful in all your speech, and 
you will need no oaths to reinforce it.

The fifth antithesis concerns retaliation. The lex 

talionis, “An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth” 
(Ex. 21:24), was originally meant to limit retaliation 
so that it was commensurate with the original 
injury. Instead, the disciple is to react to others in a 
generous and gentle way, foregoing revenge, doing 
more than required. “Turn the other cheek” and “go 
the extra mile” are memorable examples that have 
entered our everyday speech. Jesus is addressing 
disciples in their personal relationships, not 
advocating that civil authorities forego using force 
(see Rom. 13:1–4).

The sixth and final antithesis is about genuine love, 
as if in summary of the previous five. The disciples 
have “heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your 
neighbor and hate your enemy.’” While the first part 
is directly from Lev. 19:18 and is used by Jesus 
Himself to summarize the Law (Matt. 22:37–40), the 
second part, “hate your enemy,” is not commanded 
anywhere in the Old Testament, though David 
professes his hatred for those who hate God (Ps. 
139:21–22).

The command which Jesus here makes is to love 
without reference to the worthiness of the other 
person, in imitation of God, who sends sunshine 
and rain “on the evil and on the good” (v. 45). 
“Even the tax collectors” love those who love them. 
But the disciple is not to keep love on that leash! 
He is to love as he has been loved by a merciful 
Father. “Love your enemies and pray for those who 
persecute you” has hit home and stung consciences 
for centuries. But to the troubled, the news of a 
Father who loves even the evil and the unjust is a 
sweet balm!

In summary of the entire section come the 
remarkable words “be perfect.” The Greek word 
means “complete” or “mature.” To live reconciled 
with one’s hurtful neighbor, to be sexually pure, 
to cherish one’s marriage vows, to be truthful in 
speech, to return good for evil, and to love without 
limit are not impossible ideals, but are increasingly 
realized in those who have a perfectly loving Father, 
whose Son has come to fulfill righteousness for us.
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PE R SONA L A PPLIC AT ION

Lord, You have called me to construct a life on the foundation You provide. 
As I study, give me an understanding and receptive heart, that Your Word 

may have its full effect in my life! This I ask for Jesus’ sake. Amen.

For Review
1. The Beatitudes are very familiar. Did you get any new insights about them in this lesson?

2. What was the Shammai versus Hillel dispute about divorce? Does Jesus align Himself with Shammai? 
Hillel? Neither? Explain your choice.

Matthew 6:1–18
3. What three expressions of piety does Jesus discuss? Which of these three are a part of your own practice? 

What is the underlying danger to avoid in all three?

4. When did you learn to pray? Who taught you?

5. Read through the version of the Lord’s Prayer in vv. 9–13. What differences do you see between the prayer 
as given here and the way we normally say it? If most of our prayers were “like this” (v. 9), how would our 
praying change?

Matthew 6:19–24
6. Your home is under an evacuation order. You must be out now! You can only take with you what you can 

carry. What would you take?

7. What alternatives does Jesus pose with regard to “treasures” (vv. 19–21), “eyes” (vv. 22–23), and 
“masters” (v. 24). How are these three things connected?

Matthew 6:25–34
8. What can “the birds of the air” and “the lilies of the field” teach us?

9. What kind of things provoke the most anxiety in you?

 a. Health concerns? b. Relationships? c. Financial pressures? d. Spiritual issues? e. Something else?
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Matthew 7:1–6
10. Is Jesus forbidding any and all “judging,” or telling us to “be careful when you judge” (note vv. 3–5!)? What 

is added to our understanding by the counsel Paul gives the Corinthian congregation in 1 Cor. 5:1–7, 9–13?

11. Think carefully about the illustration of the speck and the log. Why the exaggerated difference in the size of 
these two? What’s the significance of the word “first” in v. 5? (note also 6:33)

12. In your opinion, why does Jesus add the warning in v. 6?

Matthew 7:7–12
13. What’s the lesson Jesus teaches us about God in vv. 7–11?

14. In what sort of situations are you most likely to “dish it out” to people the way they’ve dished it out to you? 
What makes it possible for you to treat others as you’d like to be treated, no matter how they treat you?

Matthew 7:13–23
15. What words does Jesus employ to describe the two ways and their destinations? How do John 14:6 and 

Acts 24:14 relate?

16. What characteristics will NOT help us identify false prophets? What WILL?

17. Aside from cultists, is there anyone in your experience that you have come to regard as a “false prophet”? 
If so, what brought you to that conclusion?

Matthew 7:24–29
18. Why do you think Jesus selected the image of building a house to describe people’s reaction to His message?

19. What’s the “weather forecast” in your life these days?

 a. Sunny b. Clouding up c. Thunderstorms d. Hurricane!

20. Looking back at Jesus’ great sermon, what would you say was most troubling for you personally? The most 
comforting?

MEMORY VERSE
Matthew 6:33 “Seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be added to you.” OR
Matthew 7:12 “So whatever you wish that others would do to you, do also to them, for this is the Law and the Prophets.”
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THE LORD’S PRAYER — A CLOSER LOOK 46

TREASURES – MATTHEW 6:19–24 48

A WORD TO THE ANXIOUS – MATTHEW 6:25–34 49

ON JUDGING – MATTHEW 7:1–6 49

A PROMISE AND SUMMARY OF THE SERMON  
MATTHEW 7:7–12 50

A FALSE PATH AND FALSE PROPHETS – MATTHEW 7:13–23 51

REACTIONS TO THIS  SERMON – MATTHEW 7:24–29 51

PERSONAL APPL ICAT ION 52

T H E LI T T LE T H I NGS
In between the momentous occasions of life like weddings and 
graduations come ordinary days filled with little things. At least they 
seem so. The poet William Wordsworth called them “The best portion of a 
good man’s life . . . his little, nameless, unremembered acts of kindness 
and of love.” Those little things are, in fact, what God requires of His 
people, that they “do justice . . .love kindness, and . . . walk humbly” 
with their God” (Mic. 6:8).

Here in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus fleshes out how the disciple 
lives out his “ordinary” days, talking about the disciple’s pieties 
and anxieties, his relationships with people and possessions. These 
seemingly small matters loom large in God’s reckoning. As we read these 
chapters, we ask ourselves again and again, “Does this describe the life I 
am living?”

T H R EE EXPR ESSIONS OF PI ET Y 
Matthew 6:1–18
One part of the godly person’s life is his expression of piety toward God. 
In Jesus’ day, the Jews stressed three such “regular” expressions of 
one’s religious devotion: almsgiving, prayer, and fasting. To do these 
things was considered to be “practicing your righteousness” (v. 1). Of 
the three, fasting is largely alien to modern-day Christians. Our forte is 

These seemingly small matters loom 
large in God’s reckoning.

Matthew
T h e  G r e a T  s e r m o n  ( p a r T  T w o )
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feasting, not fasting! The closest most folks come is the crash diet or a required fast before a 
medical procedure. Jesus, however, assumed His disciples would fast (Matt. 9:14–15).

Jesus considers each of these things in turn. As He does so, His focus is not so much on the 
“what” but more particularly on the “why.” The matter of motivation for such actions is what 
separates the genuine disciple from the “hypocrites” (vv. 2, 5, 16), whose religious deeds are 
inauthentic because the real focus is not on pleasing God but on impressing the neighbor.

Matthew summarizes Jesus’ teaching in a way that exhibits “a remarkable structural parallelism” 
(Gibbs). He speaks of each expression of piety the same way:

“When you give / pray / fast”

“do not be like the hypocrites”

(The hypocrites’ purpose — to “be praised” / to “be seen”)

“they have received their reward”

(Positive teaching about the “hidden” piety of the disciple)

“Your Father who sees in secret will reward you”

The repetition underlines the point: the disciple’s daily piety is HIDDEN from public view, done for 
the Father’s eyes alone. It’s all for God. He is the “why” of our piety.

T H E LOR D’S PR AY ER — A CLOSER LO OK
Our Lord gives extra attention to prayer. After saying prayer is not done to “be seen by others,” 
Jesus goes on to reject the idea that the person praying can manipulate God by heaping up 
“empty phrases.” Contemporary heathen prayers often employed long lists of divine names 
(Mounce). They hoped that endless repetition of those names would insure the granting of their 
petitions. Just as one should not try to impress other people, one CANNOT impress God by being 
long-winded!

The counterexample that Jesus uses is commonly called “The Lord’s Prayer” (but could well be 
called “The Disciples’ Prayer”!). It is a model of simplicity. Only 57 words in Greek (52 words in 
English), it remains the Bible’s primary source of instruction on prayer. Luther wrote that if people 
were to “keep on [praying this prayer] for a thousand years, they would not have tasted nor 
prayed one iota, one dot of it!”

The simple structure of the prayer is an address, followed by petitions. The conclusion (“For thine 
is the kingdom”) is a later addition that arose from liturgical use of the prayer and is sometimes 
sung after the body of the prayer is spoken.
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The instructional character of the prayer is 
indicated at the start of v. 9: “Pray then like this,” 
that is to say, “in this fashion.” In Luke’s version, 
Jesus is responding to a request from one of the 
disciples: “Lord, teach us to pray” (Luke 11:1). 
How does this prayer teach us to pray?

1) Its pronouns are plural! “Our Father . . . 
us . . . we” So Jesus teaches us to 
think beyond ourselves. We are part of a 
community.

2) We address God as “Father”! It is a 
personal, intimate word. We do not come 
trembling to Him as if approaching a downed 
power line, but “as dear children to their 
dear father” (Luther). This word encourages 
confident trust.

3) The first three petitions focus on GOD, the 
last four on US! This prayer parallels the Ten 
Commandments, in which “duties to God” 
precede “duties to the neighbor.”

4) Only one of the petitions is about material 
things! Six are about spiritual concerns. 
Our prayers are customarily top-heavy with 
health and finances, safe travel, the success 
of our plans, and even the weather, but say 
less about spiritual matters. Truthfully, how 
often would we pray about God’s reputation 
in the world and for our behavior to reflect 
it if Jesus did not include this in His model 
prayer?

There are legitimate questions to be asked about 
what the Lord means by some of these petitions. 
“Hallowed” (v. 9) means to be made or kept holy, 
with the understanding that this is to be done by 
us. By our words and actions, we who wear His 
name have in our hands the power to profane 
that name or to bring it honor. Read what God 
says about the profaning of His name in Ezek. 
36:16–20.

We are used to praying about “daily” bread in the 
fourth petition. The meaning of the Greek word 

(epiousios) is uncertain, occurring only here and 
in Luke’s parallel version of the prayer (Luke 11:3) 
and nowhere at all in secular Greek literature. 
Depending on its verbal root, it may mean a) 
“necessary for existence,” b) “for the day,” c) 
“for tomorrow,” or d) “for the future.” Whatever 
meaning we choose, the word recalls the manna 
God provided the Israelites in the wilderness 
(Exodus 16). That miraculous bread, necessary for 
their existence, God rationed out to them on a daily 
basis. It was a stark lesson about the importance 
of absolute trust that God would provide what they 
needed, one day at a time.

“Forgive us . . . as we also have forgiven” (v. 
12). This petition seems to make the forgiveness 
God gives us conditional on the forgiving we do 
for other people. But we must remember that 
this prayer is to be spoken by those already 
under the gracious rule of the King, to people 
ALREADY forgiven. To underline the priority of 
God’s forgiveness, Jesus later told the parable of 
the unmerciful servant (18:23–35), a parabolic 
enactment of this petition. In that story, the king 
forgives the servant a great debt, but the servant 
is unwilling to respond by forgiving his fellow 
servant a small debt. That refusal prompts the king 
to rescind his earlier mercy.

This petition is the only one about which Jesus 
makes an explanatory comment (vv. 14–15). These 
verses, taken together with the parable, make it 
plain that being “forgiven” and being “forgiving” 
are inextricably bound together. The forgiven 
forgive. If not, their own forgiveness is cancelled. A 
sobering word!

“Lead us not into temptation.” Would God lead us 
to be tempted to sin? Before dismissing this idea 
out of hand, we recall that the Spirit led Jesus into 
the desert for this very purpose (4:1). God Himself, 
of course, “tempts no one” (James 1:13), but He 
will, in fact, see to it that we are “tested,” as He 
did with Abraham (Gen. 22) and the Israelites in 
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the wilderness (Deut. 8:2). He may deliberately send us into battle against the devil (the 
seventh petition is not simply about “evil” in general, but “the Evil One” in particular — the 
Greek includes the definite article).

In seeking to understand what we are praying, we dare not separate this petition from 
the one that follows (“deliver us from evil”). The two are deliberately connected with the 
conjunction “but.” Some have even argued that this is a single petition in two complementary 
halves. Their meaning together seems to be either:

a. “Do not ONLY lead us into temptation, but EVEN MORE be present to deliver us in our 
struggle with the Evil One,” or

b. “Do not lead us into a time of temptation, but rather deliver us from the Evil One.”

It is the battle prayer of the Christian soldier.

T R E A SU R ES 
Matthew 6:19–24
As He teaches about the disciple’s daily life, Jesus turns from his “pieties” (vv. 1–18) to his 
“possessions” (vv. 19–34). Though the first listeners to this sermon were likely impoverished 
(by modern standards), “so universal is the lure of possessions that even those who do 
not have many still must be warned” (Gibbs). How much more ought we, wealthy by any 
standard, attend to the warnings that now follow!

What we treasure is an unmistakable barometer of our inner life. Three times He puts the 
issue of “treasures” before us, each with opposing alternatives. The first is a very direct 
prohibition of “treasures on earth” (v. 19) in favor of “treasures in heaven” (v. 20). The 
earthly variety is fragile and destructible, subject to pests, floods, and thieves. The heavenly 
variety is not. But the more urgent reason for investing in the latter is what it means for your 
“heart,” which shapes the whole course of your life (v. 21).

Now follows a second metaphor, that of the eye as a “lamp of the body” (v. 22).

Does that lamp shine INTO the body or OUT OF the body so as to direct where it decides to 
go? The alternatives are distinctly contrasted in vv. 22–23. The eye-lamp may be “healthy” or 
“bad,” the body itself may be “full of light” or “full of darkness.”

What we treasure is an unmistakable 
barometer of our inner life.
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Such language sounds, to us moderns, like an 
anatomy lesson in which light enters the eye 
and travels through the optic nerve to register 
on the brain. But Dale Allison makes the case 
that ancient peoples were thinking the opposite 
direction: the eye is a source of light that shines 
out from the body. He cites Dan. 10:6 (“flaming 
torches”) and Zech. 4:2 and 10, where the eyes 
of the Lord are the seven “lamps” which “range 
through the whole earth.” He argues that the 
body turns its “lamp” (the eye) to shine on what 
it deems important and make choices where 
the body should go. Accordingly, the question 
Jesus puts before us is, “Where are your eyes 
focused?” Such an understanding fits perfectly 
in the context of “Where is your treasure?” and 
“Who is your master?” (which now follows).

The final metaphor is framed very starkly as 
one of slavery. In that Roman world, slavery was 
a common institution. Jesus’ listeners would 
know very well that no one could be a slave 
to two masters (v. 24). The service required 
was all-encompassing. So Jesus asks, “Who 
is YOUR master? God or Mammon (money)?” A 
hammer blow to our consciences! A clarion call 
to examine our priorities!

A WOR D TO T H E A NXIO US 
Matthew 6:25–34
Jesus now gives practical examples of how 
possessions are to be prioritized. Because 
we live in fleshly bodies, all of us need food 
and clothing. Once again, there are two clear 
alternatives. One is to live like “the Gentiles,” 
perpetually troubled over “What shall we eat? 
. . . and drink? . . . and wear?” (v. 31). The 
other is to remember that “your heavenly Father 
knows that you need them all” (v. 32) and 
trust His provision. Will the concern for these 
master us, provoking anxiety, or will God be the 
Master whom we trust to provide? Will the first 

priority be to seek “the kingdom of God and 
his righteousness” (v. 33) or to “seek after . . . 
things” like Gentiles do (v. 32)? The folly of the 
Gentile approach to life’s necessities is revealed 
by a simple rhetorical question: “Which of you 
by being anxious can add a single hour to his 
span of life?” (v. 27). No one, clearly! Isn’t life 
more than food and clothing?

Jesus is not guaranteeing that the disciple will 
not face privation or hardship. Each day will 
have its share of trouble (v. 34). The “birds 
of the air” and the “lilies of the field” Jesus 
employs as examples (vv. 26, 28) certainly 
face drought and destruction, as do we. The 
lesson they teach us, however, is that they do 
not WORRY, for “your heavenly Father feeds 
them” (v. 26) and arrays them more gloriously 
than Solomon (v. 29). Imagine ourselves seated 
before Jesus, seeing His eyes fixed tenderly on 
us and hearing Him ask, “Are you not of more 
value than they?” (v. 26). You are valuable to 
God, aren’t you?

ON JU D GI NG 
Matthew 7:1–6
Having addressed the disciple’s practice of 
piety (6:1–18) and his use of possessions 
(6:19–34), Jesus now takes up a third issue 
— the disciple and other people, especially 
other believers (7:1–6). How shall we treat our 
neighbors? As in previous sections, He leads 
with a “do not.” Here He directs, “Judge not, 
that you be not judged” (v. 1). The family of 
believers is threatened by anyone who is blind 
to his own failings and passes judgment on 
others. Is it I, Lord?

That Jesus is not forbidding any and all 
“judgment” about the behavior of others is clear 
from Matt. 18:15, where the believer is called 
to tell the sinning brother what his sin is, and 
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in 1 Cor. 5:1–7, 9–13, where Paul directs 
the congregation to discipline an open 
sinner. Even in this passage, the eventual 
necessary action may be to “take the speck 
out of your brother’s eye” (v. 5).

But extreme care and humility must 
attend the approach to one’s brother. For 
one cannot see into the heart and know 
another’s motive. And there is the matter of 
one’s own sin. So Jesus uses a ridiculously 
exaggerated metaphor (v. 3). The brother’s 
sin is a “speck,” while one’s own sin is a 
“log” (the Greek dokos refers to a heavy 
piece of timber such as a beam used in 
roof construction!). The very impossibility 
of seeing that speck necessitates that 
one address his own sin “first” (v. 5). The 
goal of the disciple is finally to forgive 
and to restore the other’s life (Gal. 6:1). 
Still in view is the beatitude that calls the 
“merciful” blessed (5:7).

The warning that follows in v. 6 seems 
disconnected. “Pearls before pigs”? 
Beginning with another set of “do not’s,” 
this passage compares condemning a fellow 
believer to throwing away something holy 
to dogs or something valuable to pigs. 
The “holy things” may well be your fellow 
believers and the fellowship you have with 
them. Wrongfully or arrogantly judging 
them is like abusing those valuables. Do it, 
and the precious fellowship of the Church 
may wind up trampled and you yourself 
endangered on Judgment Day! So proceed 
with great caution.

A PROMISE A N D SU M M A RY 
OF T H E SER MON 
Matthew 7:7–12
Jesus began His Great Sermon with an offer 
of blessing (Beatitudes) and a description 
of their calling (to be salt and light). Here at 
the end of the main body of the sermon, He 
once more offers a blessing (the Father’s 
readiness to provide all we need) and our 
calling (the “Golden Rule”).

The urging “ask . . . seek . . . knock” (v. 7) 
is a promise of blessing we need to hear, for 
many come away from this Great Sermon 
with the conclusion, “I can’t live like that!” 
We are too weak, and this life is simply 
beyond us, isn’t it? But now Jesus urges us 
to ask for the very things He has held before 
us (the kingdom, righteousness, mercy), the 
things that seem so out of reach, for we have 
a “Father in heaven” who is willing and able 
to “give good things” (like these!) to any who 
ask. Would you give your child a stone if he 
asked for bread? A snake if he asked for a 
fish (vv. 9–10)? Of course not! This good 
Father stands ready to give us what we ask.

The main body of the sermon ends with 
the summary of our calling: “whatever you 
wish that others would do to you, do also to 
them” (v. 12). This “Golden Rule” epitomizes 
what the entire Scriptures lay out, even as 
He will later summarize “all the Law and the 
Prophets” with the simple commandments 
to love God and love the neighbor (22:38–
40). Do you want God to do this through 
you? Ask Him.
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A FA LSE PAT H A N D FA LSE PROPH ETS 
Matthew 7:13–23
Jesus now leads the disciples out into the world with eyes open to the dangers they (and we) will 
face. Before us lie life’s two ways (Ps. 1:6, Prov. 2:20). One has a “wide” gate and an “easy” grade 
and many choose it, but it “leads to destruction” (v. 13). The other is a “hard” way with a “narrow” 
gate. Only a few find it, but it “leads to life” (v. 14). Jesus Himself is that narrow gate and path 
(John 10:7, 14:6). Only as He continues to forgive and restore them will they remain on that path.

One reason many are on the wrong path is the presence of “false prophets” who look good and 
sound good, but lead people astray. We who live in a world replete with religious hucksters and 
phony spirituality do well to take heed to the warning.

How will we recognize them? False prophets wear “sheep’s clothing” (v. 15). They look good and 
sound good. Their outward deeds may have the appearance of good works: “Lord, did we not 
prophesy in your name, and cast out demons in your name, and do many mighty works in your 
name?” (v. 22). But a prophet’s real “fruit” is “what he prophesies — not his outward deeds but 
his teaching, his message, his prophecy” (Gibbs). Above all else, the criterion will be what such 
prophets say about Jesus’ person and work. Jesus later asks the disciples, “Who do people say 
that the Son of Man is?” (16:13). Jesus makes the same point in 24:5–11 as He there alludes to the 
messianic claim of the false prophets.

The genuine prophet, and any genuine believer, is one who “does the will of my Father who is in 
heaven” (v. 21, cf. 12:50). The parable of the two sons (21:28–32) provides further light. There, 
doing the will of the father is believing John’s message about the Kingdom and the One coming to 
bring it. The repentance and faith in Him will issue in “fruit in keeping with repentance” (3:8).

R E ACT IONS TO T H IS SER MON 
Matthew 7:24–29
A proper question to ask at the end of any sermon is, “What shall I do with that?” Jesus asks 
what will we do with “these words of mine” (v. 24). This sermon filled with many “either/or’s” now 
presents the listeners with one more. Where shall I “build” my life? Like the builder of a house, the 
listener may build on Jesus’ authoritative word — firm as bedrock (vv. 24–25). Or he may say “no” 
to the message of Jesus and build on something else, which will invariably prove to be a foundation 
of sand (vv. 26–27).

Jesus is claiming for Himself and His words the place that, for many Jews, was occupied by the 
words of the Torah (Gibbs). Such is His authority! Among all other sandy “isms,” His message and 
reign stand like a rock amid the storms. For the storms of life will certainly come. What Jesus offers 
is the “church’s one foundation,” on which we may safely build, and on which we will safely stand, 
even on the Last Day.

M A T T H E W  6 : 1  –  7 : 2 9

MichaeL KaSting 51

7



PE R SONA L A PPLIC AT ION

Gracious God, open my mind and heart to the study of Your Word. Heal my 
sickness, my failings and my fears. Remind me that in every arena of life, You 

are in charge, and I may trust You. This I ask in Jesus’ name. Amen.

For Review
1. What additional insight into the very familiar words of the Lord’s Prayer did you get in this lesson?

2. How does Jesus’ Great Sermon address you most personally?

Matthew 8:1–17
3. Jesus directs the leper to show himself to “the priest.” What role did the priest play (see Lev. 13–14 as 

background) in cases of “skin disease”? Who might need “proof” of the healing?

4. What was a centurion? How is his explanation in v. 9 connected to his request for Jesus’ help? What 
impresses Jesus about him?

5. Both the leper and the centurion were “unclean” from the Jewish perspective. Who are the “outcasts” in 
our community? How do these stories model the way we might relate to them?

6. For the first time in several chapters comes a fulfillment of Scripture. What Old Testament passage is being 
cited?

Matthew 8:18–27
7. Why does Jesus respond as He does to these two would-be disciples? What is He saying about the possible 

“costs” of discipleship?

Matthew 8:28–9:8
8. In chapters 8–9 Jesus repeatedly demonstrates authority. Here He shows authority over what?

9. Interesting details abound in the story of the demoniacs. What do the demons know about Jesus? See Mark 
1:24. What is “the time” (NIV “the appointed time”)? Compare John 2:4, 7:30, 8:20.
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10. Consider another detail: Why the request to enter the pigs? Why do the pigs rush into the water?

11. In the story of the healing of the paralytic, with whom do you identify: a) the paralytic? b) the friends who 
brought him? c) the critical scribes?

12. What authority does Jesus demonstrate here? To what does “such authority” (v. 8) refer?

Matthew 9:9–17
13. What is surprising about Jesus’ call to Matthew?

14. In Jesus’ response to the Pharisees, what is He telling them about His mission? What Old Testament verse 
does He cite?

15. What is Jesus comparing to “new wine”? “Old wineskins”?

Matthew 9:18–38
16. What was the woman’s ailment? Why did she approach Jesus from behind and not ask Him directly? (see 

Lev. 15:25)

17. The ruler and the woman both faced desperate situations. Can you recall a time when you came to God in a 
sense of desperation?

18. Why do you think Jesus might tell the men to keep their healing secret (v. 30, cf. 8:4 and Mark 8:29–30)?

19. What does Jesus mean by “the harvest” in vv. 37–38? How do you see yourself as a “laborer” in the field 
where God has placed you?

MEMORY
Review the verses you have learned.

M A T T H E W  8 : 1  –  9 : 3 8

MichaeL KaSting 53

7



MIRACLES: THE F IRST TR IAD – MATTHEW 8:1–17 55

WOULD-BE D ISCIPLES: WHAT WILL  IT  COST?  
MATTHEW 8:18–22 56

MIRACLES: THE SECOND TRIAD – MATTHEW 8:23–9:8  57

INTERLUDE: MATTHEW’S CALL/FASTING  
MATTHEW 9:9–17 58

MIRACLES: THE THIRD TRIAD – MATTHEW 9:18–38 59

PERSONAL APPL ICAT ION 61

AU T HOR I T Y
Authority, says the dictionary, is “the power or right to give orders, 
make decisions, or enforce obedience.” The government has the 
authority to pass legislation. Police officers have the authority to 
enforce it. What gives them their authority? It comes from God, the 
“Author” who designed and ordered all things. Authority may also 
denote the depth of knowledge or experience of an expert on a given 
subject. If you’re trying to figure out what is ailing your pet, you don’t 
consult Uncle Fred! You find a veterinarian who knows animals and is 
trained to diagnose their illnesses.

That was the astonishing thing about this young rabbi Jesus. People 
could see: “He was teaching them as one who had authority, and not 
as their scribes” (7:29). It wasn’t simply that He was an interesting 
speaker. Nor even that He knew what generations of previous rabbis 
had said. He had a deeper, God-given wisdom. He spoke with authority 
about life because He knew the “Author.”

It wasn’t only His WORDS that rang with genuine authority. His DEEDS 
also demonstrated a power that could only come from God. He who 
spoke with authority now did things that made clear the reign of God 
had come. The miracles He worked were the unmistakable sign that 
the rightful King had arrived with full authority to fulfill His mission, to 
“save His people from their sins” (1:21).

The miracles He worked were the unmistakable sign that 
the rightful King had arrived with full authority to fulfill 

His mission, to “save His people from their sins” (1:21).

Matthew
w i T h  a U T h o r i T y !
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MI R ACLES: T H E FI R ST T R I A D 
Matthew 8:1–17
Matthew often structures his narrative in “threes.” 
The threefold division of Jesus’ genealogy and the 
three expressions of piety (alms, prayer, fasting) 
are examples. In chapters 8–9, three “triads” 
of miracles demonstrate Jesus’ authority. The 
cleansing of a leper, the healing of a centurion’s 
servant, and the healing of Peter’s mother-in-law 
is the first triad (8:1–17).

“A leper came to him” (v. 2), addressing Him as 
“Lord” and asking to be cleansed. Leprosy was a 
blanket term that included Hansen’s Disease, the 
chronic illness that ultimately crippled and blinded 
sufferers (classic leprosy), and other skin diseases 
described in Leviticus 13–14. Such illnesses were 
devastating because they isolated people. The Law 
of Moses required lepers to live apart from others 
(Lev. 13:45–46) and cut them off from community 
worship because they were ritually “unclean.”

Jesus broke through the sick man’s isolation, 
first with a touch (astonishing, for this would 
render Jesus unclean!), then with a word: “be 
clean” (v. 3). That word’s authority was powerfully 
demonstrated: “immediately his leprosy was 
cleansed.” The man was healed physically and 
restored to the fellowship of God’s people.

Jesus, who had not come to abolish the Law but 
to fulfill it (5:17), directed the leper to keep the 
stipulations of the Law in Lev. 13. He was to show 
himself to “the priest,” who had the authority to 
pronounce him “clean” (Lev. 13:6, 13, etc.) and 
then to offer the sacrifice required (Lev. 14:1–
32). This would serve as a “proof” to the wider 
community that His cleansing word was effectual.

At Capernaum there came to Him a Roman 
centurion, an officer who commanded 100 
soldiers. He made an appeal, “Lord, my servant 
is lying paralyzed at home, suffering terribly” 
(v. 6). When Jesus offered to come and heal him 

(v. 7), the centurion humbly declined and asked 
that Jesus “only say the word, and my servant 
will be healed” (v. 8). The centurion is aware of 
how authority works. He himself is “a man under 
authority” (v. 9). As Caesar’s representative, 
he commanded his soldiers, and that word of 
command was powerful, sufficient to get results. 
If it is so with mere “earthly” authority, how 
much more with the “heavenly” authority Jesus 
possesses! He has perfect confidence that the 
word of Jesus, by itself, will heal the servant.

Jesus marvels: “with no one in Israel have I found 
such faith” (v. 10). It is the occasion for Jesus’ 
observation that any “from east and west” who 
recognize His authority (even a Gentile soldier!) 
will be welcome at God’s banquet table at the end 
of the age. Once again He speaks and the result 
is immediate: “the servant was healed at that 
very moment” (v. 13). This story, together with the 
previous one about the leper, depicts the wondrous 
reach of this gracious King, extended to both Jew 
and Gentile, to both clean and unclean.

The final miracle of the triad is worked for Peter’s 
mother-in-law (see also 1 Cor. 9:5) who was “lying 
sick with a fever” (v. 14). This time, He heals 
with only a touch. D. A. Carson observes that her 
immediate return “to serve” makes it clear that 
the miraculous healing is complete.

On the heels of this healing come a host of 
exorcisms (“with a word”) and healings, all of 
which, says Matthew, are a fulfillment of prophecy. 
He cites Isaiah 53:4, the well-known Servant 
Song which we normally hear as a description of 
the vicarious suffering and death of the Servant 
for sins. That Matthew quotes it is a powerful 
reminder that Jesus came not only to forgive the 
SIN, but to remove its dreadful EFFECTS in our 
daily lives. These healings are but an anticipation. 
On the Last Day, Jesus will finally abolish all 
sickness and death.
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WO U LD-B E DISCI PLES: W H AT W I LL I T COST ? 
Matthew 8:18–22
Jesus has spoken and acted with authority. What will following Him entail? Just after Jesus 
orders His disciples to get into a boat and cross the Sea of Galilee, “a scribe” offers: “Teacher, I 
will follow you wherever you go” (v. 19). That this scribe is not yet a disciple is indicated, first, by 
what he calls Jesus: “Teacher.” In Matthew, no disciple ever addresses Him as “teacher,” though 
His opponents do on more than one occasion (12:38; 22:16, 24, 36). The disciples uniformly call 
Him “Lord,” the only significant exception being Judas, who calls Him “Rabbi” in the Upper Room 
(26:25) and in Gethsemane (26:49). This scribe, further, promises a future following: “I will” He has 
not yet started down the path.

Jesus’ response (“the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head”) indicates that this man has no 
clear conception of what such discipleship will involve. Jesus’ authority does NOT guarantee 
comfort or stability for Him or those who follow Him. It is the first hint in Matthew of the coming 
suffering and death of Jesus . . . and of those who follow Him! Discipleship will have a cost.

For the first time Jesus calls Himself “Son of Man,” His favorite self-designation (81 times in the 
Gospels, thirty in Matthew). The Jews did not commonly use it as a title for the Messiah. God 
addressed the prophet Ezekiel this way, identifying him as an “ordinary man.” Although it was 
used in the heavenly vision of Dan. 7:13–14, it seems not to have provoked any special reaction 
or recognition of that connection in the people who heard Him say it. Jesus sometimes uses it to 
describe His return in glory (13:41, 16:27, 19:28, 24:27). Finally, standing accused before Caiaphas 
at His trial, He uses that title to connect Daniel’s awesome vision unmistakably to Himself (26:64).

On the heels of the scribe comes another man who requests: “Lord, let me first go and bury my 
father” (v. 21). We do not know if this man had already begun to follow Jesus (he’s identified as 
“another of the disciples”) and then received word of his father’s death. Or was he saying, “Let 
me do my filial duty until my father dies, and then I will follow” (Kenneth Bailey)? Jesus’ response 
is breathtakingly hard: “Follow me, and leave the dead to bury their own dead” (v. 22). This man’s 
“first” priority stands in contrast to a priority Jesus has already identified: “seek first the kingdom 
of God” (6:33). The authority of Jesus demands that EVERY other obligation take a back seat to the 
authority and call of Jesus (cf. 10:37). Does He have that priority in our lives?

The authority of Jesus demands that EVERY other 
obligation take a back seat to the authority and call of 

Jesus (cf. 10:37). Does He have that priority in our lives?
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MI R ACLES: T H E SECON D T R I A D 
Matthew 8:23–9:8
The narrative continues with a second triad of 
miracles offering a wider focus on Jesus’ authority. 
Into the boat Jesus climbs with His disciples, 
leaving the would-be followers on shore. Soon 
there comes a “great storm” (the Greek word 
seismos is also used to describe the earthquakes 
in 24:7) with waves that break over the boat, 
threatening to swamp it. This new situation 
becomes another demonstration of the authority of 
Jesus, who lies sleeping. The storm has no power 
over Him! He may have less shelter than a beast 
or bird (v. 20), yet He is nature’s master. The cry 
of the fearful disciples reveals that they do not 
yet understand who He is or how far His authority 
extends. But very soon He makes it clear to them, 
rising to speak an authoritative word of “rebuke” to 
the storm (v. 26), the kind only God can issue (see 
Job 38:8–11, Ps. 65:7, Ps. 89:9). At His word, the 
“great storm” subsides to a “great calm” (v. 26).

The disciples are left to marvel and pose the 
question Matthew puts before US: “What sort of 
man is this?” (v. 27). As we have seen, He is a 
man with authority over disease, and now over 
nature itself. The next story will demonstrate yet 
another arena in which His authority is operative: 
the spirit world.

Matthew has already briefly mentioned Jesus’ 
authority over demons (4:24, 8:16). Now comes a 
story that paints a fuller picture. The incident takes 
place in the “country of the Gadarenes” east of the 
Sea of Galilee. Early manuscripts have at least two 
other readings (“Gergesenes” and “Gerasenes”), 
leaving some doubt about the exact location. It 
is almost certainly a predominantly Gentile area 
because of the presence of a herd of pigs, unclean 
for Jews.

Two demoniacs confront Jesus. The parallel 
accounts in Mark and Luke mention only one. Their 

horrible condition is underlined by their life among 
“the tombs” (also unclean for Jews) and their 
violence (v. 28). They know Jesus’ identity as the 
Son of God and that His arrival portends their doom 
(see also Mark 1:24, 2 Pet. 2:4). “Have you come 
here to torment us before the time?” (v. 29) likely 
refers to Judgment Day, when the devil and his 
angels will depart into the eternal fire (25:41).

The authority of Jesus is highlighted by the 
demons’ begging. They know Jesus can not 
only cast them out, but dispatch them where He 
pleases. So they request entry into a nearby herd 
of pigs, an unclean abode perfectly suited to these 
unclean spirits. Jesus commands them to “go” and 
they do forthwith. The ensuing rush of the pigs to 
their death in the watery depths testifies to the 
demons’ destructive nature. The reaction of the 
townspeople is not gratitude for the delivery from 
this menace, but a begging (same word as the 
demons’ begging) that Jesus leave. The arrival of 
the King is not everywhere met with faith. There 
are whole cities which refuse to repent and finally 
reject Him (see 11:20).

What are we to think about demon possession 
in our world today? The reality of evil spirits 
is apparent throughout the Bible, but accounts 
of demon possession are concentrated in the 
Synoptic Gospels and Acts. Jeff Gibbs suggests 
that the devil “threw his forces into the fray in 
unprecedented fashion” during Jesus’ earthly 
tenure, and that incidents of demon possession are 
“much rarer in our world.” We are still subject to 
satanic attack, but since Jesus achieved a decisive 
victory at the cross and empty tomb, “Satan and 
his hordes have been in retreat.”

The healing of the paralytic (9:1–8), the final 
episode in this second triad, depicts Jesus’ 
authority over sin. Upon His return to Capernaum 
some townsmen bring him a “paralytic, lying on 
a bed.” The response of Jesus is unexpected: 
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“Take heart, my son; your sins are forgiven” (v. 2). It is the first time in the Gospel Jesus has said this! 
This is one of the clearest texts about the close tie between sin and sickness. While sickness and death 
are consequences of sin, we cannot conclude that a particular illness is the result of a particular sin! It is 
worthy of note that Jesus addresses the man’s sin first.

Two groups at that moment stand in stark contrast: a) the paralytic and those who have brought him have 
“faith,” and b) some scribes in the crowd who murmur to themselves, “This man is blaspheming” (v. 3). 
To “blaspheme” does not necessarily mean one claims to be God. The same verb may be translated as 
“reviling” (Acts 13:45, 18:6) or “slandering” (Rom. 3:8). Here they accuse Jesus of maligning God by 
claiming to do what only God could do.

Jesus’ response is to ask two questions. “Why do you think evil in your hearts?” (v. 4). Their “evil” is to 
doubt His authority to forgive. A second question will force them to consider that authority: “Which is 
easier, to say ‘Your sins are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Rise and walk’?” (v. 5). He will go from the greater to the 
lesser. “Rise and walk” is harder to say, because an observer can tell immediately whether He speaks with 
authority. He speaks. The paralytic rises and goes home. The matter of His authority is settled! The crowds 
“glorified God, who had given such authority to men” (9:8). The authority of God has been delegated to the 
Man, Jesus Christ, for its gracious exercise in the human arena (“to men”). Very soon He will entrust that 
authority also to His apostles (16:19).

I N T E R LU D E : M AT T H EW ’S C A LL/FA ST I NG 
Matthew 9:9–17
Matthew here records his own call to discipleship briefly, devoting more time to the exchange between 
the Pharisees and the disciples that followed thereafter. Unlike the previous encounter with two would-be 
followers, Jesus does the initiating: “Follow me” (v. 9). The response is simply, “he rose and followed him.”

A tax collector seems an odd choice. While most tax gatherers worked directly for the Romans, Matthew and 
his co-workers in Galilee worked for Herod Antipas. No matter where they worked, these “publicans” were 
despised for their greed and the routine abuse of their position for gain. Matthew is, in fact, sitting at the 
tax booth when summoned. It is a great moment for Matthew, who invites Jesus to a celebratory banquet in 
his home (Luke 5:29). There was no probationary period during which Jesus required Matthew and others to 
prove themselves worthy prior to their acceptance.

At this banquet the Pharisees for the first time express criticism of Jesus. They put it as a question to the 
disciples: “Why does your teacher eat with tax collectors and sinners?” (v. 11). Matthew himself has earlier 

The day of the Messiah’s coming, in fact, was pictured in Jewish 
literature as a wedding celebration! We Christians think of our 

eucharistic feast in this life and of the wedding banquet in the next.
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labeled his guests this way (in v. 10) as 
if looking back humbly and gratefully on 
his own state prior to Jesus’ gracious call. 
Jesus’ response to the Pharisees is forceful, 
employing a kind of parable to describe 
Himself as a doctor and the “sinners” at 
the meal as the sick patients He is tending. 
Then He directly rebukes their arrogance: 
“Go and learn what this means, ‘I desire 
mercy, and not sacrifice.’ For I came not to 
call the righteous, but sinners” (v. 13). The 
passage cited is Hos. 6:6. The Pharisees 
may be able to QUOTE the Scriptures, 
but they haven’t learned its true intent. 
If they did, they would not so easily label 
themselves “righteous” and others as 
sinners, but would know their own spiritual 
poverty (5:3!). It is a cautionary lesson for 
us, isn’t it?

Jesus’ identity and His mission are at the 
heart of the Pharisees’ “Why” question. Now 
comes another “Why” question, this time 
from some of John the Baptist’s disciples: 
“Why do we and the Pharisees fast, but your 
disciples do not?” (v. 14). The answer Jesus 
gives is not so much a lesson about fasting 
(they will when the time comes) as it is a 
lesson about how they are to regard Him 
and the new work God has begun in Him.

Jesus uses three images of Himself and His 
work. He is “the bridegroom” who summons 
people to a joyful feast – how can they 
then fast? God Himself is the bridegroom 
of restored Israel in Is. 54:5–6 and Hos. 
2:16–20. The day of the Messiah’s coming, 
in fact, was pictured in Jewish literature as 

a wedding celebration! We Christians think 
of our eucharistic feast in this life and of the 
wedding banquet in the next.

The second and third images show how the 
“new” He is bringing contrasts with the “old” 
way of life in Judaism. He is no mere patch 
for the same “old garment” (v. 16). Nor can 
the “new wine” of His reign be stuffed into the 
“old wineskins” of the existing structures and 
practices of Judaism (v. 17). The language of 
“tearing” and “spilling” are evocative hints of 
the violent emotions and bloodshed that will 
erupt at His passion. By His passion the New 
Covenant will finally be ushered in.

MI R ACLES: T H E T H I R D T R I A D 
Matthew 9:18–38
The joy that attends this Bridegroom is 
seen, finally, in His authority over death. 
The third triad of miracles begins with a 
ruler’s desperate request that Jesus come 
lay His hand on his daughter, who has just 
died (v. 18). As Jesus makes His way there, 
a woman approaches Him. “A discharge 
of blood for twelve years” had made her 
perpetually unclean (see Lev. 15:25) as 
her life slowly ebbed away. How could she 
face Jesus and risk His refusal because of 
that uncleanness? So she approached from 
behind. In this miracle within a miracle, we 
see two “daughters” (vv. 18, 22), one slowly 
dying and the other already dead, both 
presented to Him because of remarkable 
faith. Interestingly, the dead girl’s age (“about 
twelve” — Luke 8:42) matches the sick 
woman’s 12-year ordeal.
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For both, Jesus responds to faith’s plea. The woman is healed and the girl raised from death 
by His astonishing authority. For the woman’s healing, the verb is not therapeuoo (“heal”) 
but soodzoo (“save”), the same verb used in 1:21 to describe His mission to “save” His 
people from their sins.

The second miracle in the triad is the healing of two blind men, whose appeal to Him is “Son 
of David” (v. 27), a messianic title used for the first time since Matthew’s opening verse. 
Though the men cannot SEE Him, they BELIEVE in Him as the Messiah, something neither the 
crowds, nor the religious leaders (Matt. 15:14, 23:16, etc.), nor even the disciples have yet 
seen (observes Gibbs)! Jesus asks if they trust His authority to heal (“Do you believe that I 
am able?”). “Yes, Lord” they reply. Again, faith receives what it seeks.

“See that no one knows about it,” He instructs them (v. 30, cf. 8:4), a command especially 
frequent in Mark (8:29–30, among others). Since “Son of David” was known and used as a 
messianic title, did Jesus want to downplay false preconceptions that Jews had attached 
to it (e.g. a militant Messiah who would condemn Gentile idol-worshippers)? Did He want to 
forestall arousing too much opposition before “the time” had come? Whatever the reason, 
He was unable to hush these enthusiastic witnesses!

The final miracle in this triad produces quite a different response. A man demon-possessed 
and mute is exorcised by Jesus. He speaks, the crowds “marveled,” and the Pharisees 
give voice to a growing hostility: “He casts out demons by the prince of demons” (v. 34), 
a charge they will repeat in 12:24. The blind men could not see but they believe. The 
Pharisees have seen, but refuse to believe. The authority of the King will only benefit those 
who have faith in Him.

The miracle chapters end with a summary that matches 4:23–25. Jesus taught, preached, 
and healed “every disease and every affliction” (9:35 and 4:23). Here is added a note of His 
compassion for people “harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd” (v. 36). But 
the Shepherd has now come! Will the disciples introduce Him to those sheep? Will they pray 
for laborers in the abundant “harvest” of needy people (v. 38)? Will we?
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PER SONA L A PPLIC AT ION

Lord Jesus, You have called me to discipleship. Show me what You want me to do, and 
give me the courage to obey You without fear, for Your kingdom’s sake. Amen.

For Review
1. Reviewing the lesson, identify at least four things over which Jesus demonstrates His authority.

2. What did you learn about the use of the titles “Lord,” “Son of Man,” “Teacher,” and “Son of David”?

Matthew 10:1–4
3. On a separate sheet of paper, list the twelve in order. In separate columns, list the names in order as they 

appear in Mark 3:16–19 and Luke 6:14–16. What additional information do your footnotes provide? What 
observations do you make?

4. What was the first thing Jesus gave them (v. 1)?

5. What’s the difference between a “disciple” (v. 1) and an “apostle” (v. 2)? Do apostles have a different “job 
description”? (note Acts 1:21–26)

6. What do you discover about “Zealots” on the internet or in a Bible dictionary?

Matthew 10:5–15
7. What boundaries does Jesus set for them (vv. 5–10)? What provision is made for their lodging (vv. 11–15)?

8. How does their message compare with that of Jesus (4:17)? How about their deeds? (cf. v. 8 with what we 
just studied in chapters 8–9)

9. If someone asked you what it means for you to be a disciple of Jesus, what would you tell him about the 
message you carry? The deeds you are to do?
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Matthew 10:16–33
10. What is the directive to “shake off the dust from your feet” (v. 14) meant to communicate?

11. What does it mean for them to be like sheep? Like serpents? Like doves? (v. 16)

12. Where can they expect opposition to come from? What is to be their response to it?

13. Have you experienced opposition or hostility in your Christian life? If so, from whom did it come? How did 
you respond?

Matthew 10:34–42
14. If Jesus is the “Prince of Peace” (Is. 9:6) what does He mean by saying, “I have not come to bring peace, 

but a sword”?

15. How has Christ’s teaching united the members of your family or divided them?

16. In verse 38 comes the first mention of the word “cross.” What does Jesus mean by “his cross” here?

17. Who is meant by “little ones” in v. 42? Note the context!

18. Besides “dust on the feet,” what do you think will most stick with you from chapter 10?

MEMORY VERSE
Matthew 10:39 “Whoever finds his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life for my sake will find it.”
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MISSION DESCRIPT ION – MATTHEW 10:5–15 65

OPPOSIT ION IS  CERTAIN –  MATTHEW 10:16–23 65

FOR ALL IN  MISSION: YOU NEED NOT FEAR!   
MATTHEW 10:24–33 67

SWORD AND REWARD – MATTHEW 10:34–42 68

PERSONAL APPL ICAT ION 69

A FEW GO OD MEN
The year was 1779. Captain William Jones placed a plea in the local 
newspaper for “a few good men” who’d be willing to join a short cruise 
on the ship Providence, then moored in Boston. Little did he know that 
more than 200 years later, that phrase would become the heart of a 
famous TV recruitment ad by the United States Marine Corps: “We’re 
looking for a few good men.”

Long before there were U. S. Marines, there was recruitment underway 
for a mission more vital than any undertaken by our nation’s military. 
Jesus, the very Messiah God had dispatched on His rescue mission into 
the world, was looking for “a few good men” to help and represent Him 
as apostles in an initial outreach to Israel’s “lost sheep.” Matthew 10 is a 
discourse about that mission, its challenges, dangers, and rewards.

An even larger mission is in view, an outreach to “all nations” with 
eternal consequences. All of us — more than a few men, women, and 
children too — are being summoned to help. Will you?

T H E U RGEN T N EED A N D T H E 
A PP OI N T MEN T OF T H E T W ELV E 
Matthew 9:35–10:4
The crowds that thronged around Jesus evoked a strong sense of 
“compassion” in Him, “because they were harassed and helpless, like 
sheep without a shepherd” (v. 36). Just before his death, Moses had 
petitioned God to “appoint a man” to lead them after he died so that they 

All of us — more than a few men, women, and children 
too — are being summoned to help. Will you?

Matthew
a  F e w  G o o d  m e n
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“may not be as sheep that have no shepherd” 
(Num. 27:16–17). The Lord granted his request, 
directing Moses to commission Joshua as his 
replacement and to invest him with Moses’ own 
authority (Num. 27:18–20). In similar fashion, 
Jesus would soon commission “a few good men” 
from among His disciples and give them His own 
authority over diseases and demons.

Before doing so, He urged His disciples to pray 
about the matter. He gave substance to the 
urgency of that prayer with another picture: 
“the harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are 
few; therefore pray earnestly to the Lord of the 
harvest to send out laborers” (9:37–38). It is a 
familiar and compelling image in Matthew. The 
parables of the Wheat and Weeds (13:24–30) and 
the Workers in the Vineyard (20:1–16) make plain 
the urgent concern of the “master” who owned 
the fields to have his workers devote care and 
energy to the harvest, a symbol of the End Time 
judgment. “Pray earnestly!” is the command. Do 
we? And will we ourselves be numbered among 
the laborers sent out?

Jesus Himself began to provide an answer to 
that prayer. Like Moses appointing Joshua, 
He selected twelve of His larger company 
of disciples (cf. Luke 6:13) and gave them 
“authority over unclean spirits, to cast them out, 
and to heal every disease and every affliction,” 
the identical words that described His own 
work in 4:23 and 9:35. These twelve are here 
designated “apostles” (v. 2), the only occurrence 
of this word in Matthew’s Gospel.

Disciples and apostles are to be distinguished. 
The wider term “disciple” denotes a student 
and follower. The narrower term “apostle” (the 
word means “one sent”) is a job description. 
An apostle was an emissary sent on a mission. 
These twelve had Jesus’ own authority to do the 

identical work He had been doing and to preach 
the identical message (cf. 10:7 with 4:17). In 
Acts they, and most particularly Peter, become 
the early leaders of the Church whose chief task 
was “the ministry of the word” (Acts 6:4). When 
Judas had to be replaced, the requirement of a 
candidate was that he was to have accompanied 
Jesus during His earthly sojourn so that he might 
become a “witness to his resurrection” (Acts 
1:22). Here in Matthew the Apostles are being 
sent out on a mission into Galilee.

Each of the Synoptic Gospels has a listing of 
the Twelve (Matt. 10:2–4, Mark 3:16–19, Luke 
6:14–16). The fact that the names are listed 
at all is a signal of the importance of this 
group. The number twelve denotes that Jesus 
is re-constituting “Israel,” even as He Himself 
becomes the obedient “son” that Israel failed 
to be.

In these lists Simon Peter is always first 
(Matthew underlines it by adding the word 
“first”). Judas Iscariot, the betrayer, is always 
last. The names in Matthew are paired, reflecting 
the fact that they were sent out two-by-two 
(Mark 6:7). The order varies slightly, and a few of 
the names differ. In some versions Matthew and 
Mark list “Simon the Cananaean,” while all three 
Synoptics (in ESV) call him “Simon the Zealot.” 
“Cananean” is not a place name (“from Cana”) 
but derives from the Aramaic word for “Zealot.” 
The Zealots were nationalists, strong advocates 
for Jewish tradition, who sought to incite their 
countrymen to rebel against Rome by force of 
arms. Thaddaeus, listed in Matthew and Mark, 
does not appear in Luke. Luke has, instead, 
“Judas the son of James” (Luke 6:16, Acts 1:13). 
To further complicate matters, footnotes tell us 
that some early manuscripts of Matthew have 
“Lebbaeus” or “Lebbaeus called Thaddaeus.” He 
appears to be one man with three names.
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MISSION DESCR I P T ION 
Matthew 10:5–15
These “few good men” are now prepared for their first mission. The rest of chapter 10 has 
instructions for the Twelve (vv. 5–23) and then for later missionaries (vv. 24–42) who will be sent 
out as His witnesses.

To whom are the Twelve to go? This first limited outreach is to Israel’s “lost sheep” (v. 6). The 
Gentile mission is not fully authorized until the very end of the Gospel (“all nations”). The Book 
of Acts records the eventual spread of Christianity from Jerusalem to Samaria and then to the 
Gentiles. For now, no Gentiles and no Samaritans. What are the Twelve to do? Very simply, they 
are to preach the same message and work the same miracles (cf. v. 8 with chapters 8–9) as 
Jesus, all with His full authority. Not every Christian is sent out the way the Twelve were, with the 
assignment to work miracles and cast out demons! But all of us have the assignment to “make 
disciples of all nations, baptizing . . . and . . . teaching” (28:19–20). That assignment, in fact, 
comes into view later in this chapter.

How will their needs be met? He starts with what they won’t need: “Acquire no gold or silver . . . 
no bag for your journey, or two tunics or sandals or a staff” (vv. 9–10)! Instead, they are to live as 
recipients of others’ generosity. The principle Jesus enunciates is that “the laborer deserves his 
food.” Here originated the practice that those who proclaim the Gospel would have their physical 
needs met by their hearers (1 Tim. 5:17–18). As the Twelve enter any village, they are to “find 
out who is worthy in it and stay there” (v. 11). The need of missionaries for lodging is one of the 
reasons the virtue of hospitality later loomed so large in the epistles (Rom. 12:13 and 16:23, 1 
Tim. 5:10, 1 Pet. 4:9, 3 John 8). In the initial mission, this hospitality would not be from fellow 
believers, but from strangers interested in the message.

What would be the result of all this work? For the house or village that welcomes their message, 
“peace” will come (v. 13). For those who reject it, the “day of judgment” will bring something 
worse than what awaits Sodom and Gomorrah (vv. 14–15). Fire and sulphur rained down on these 
wicked cities whose men sought to abuse their angelic visitors (Gen. 19). Yet it will be “more 
bearable” for Sodom and Gomorrah than for those who reject the Gospel. Sobering, isn’t it?

OPP OSI T ION IS CERTA I N 
Matthew 10:16–23
As in many places in the Gospel of Matthew, the word “Behold” draws special attention to what 
follows: “Look! Pay attention to this I now share with you” (cf. 2:19; 8:2, 24; 9:2, 10, 18 etc.). 
Here it introduces a change in content and tone. Jesus is showing us a darker truth — that His 
missionaries will face danger and opposition in their work. “Sheep in the midst of wolves” (v. 
16) is a vivid portrayal of their helplessness at the hands of strong and vicious enemies. Images 
come readily to mind. Jim Elliot and four other missionaries were speared to death by tribesmen 
in Ecuador in 1956. Twenty-one Coptic Christians were beheaded by Isis fighters in Libya in 2015. 
Such martyrdoms have been a persistent experience of the Church in every age!
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In the face of it, how must they present 
themselves? Jesus uses more animal images. 
They are to be like serpents — “wise,” 
suggesting that they be aware of surroundings 
and possible dangers. Wise enough to flee when 
flight is called for (v. 23)! Yet they are also to be 
like doves. In Scripture, doves are not a “peace” 
symbol generally. They may embody foolishness 
(Hos. 7:11) or helplessness that moans for aid 
in trouble (Is. 38:14, 59:11). Here “innocent as 
doves” is an antonym to “wise as serpents.” 
This innocence is, very likely, a willingness to be 
exposed to danger for the sake of their mission.

Opposition is sure to arise! In this initial stage of 
outreach to Israel, it will come from the Israelites 
themselves. Men will “deliver you over to courts 
[the word is literally “sanhedrins”] and flog you 
in their synagogues” (v. 17). But the mission 
will eventually widen to include a witness to 
and opposition from Gentiles (v. 18). Nor should 
the missionaries be surprised to face opposition 
from their own family members (v. 21), as did 
Jesus Himself (Mark 3:21). Some of us know this 
experience firsthand.

What is to be their response to it? “Do not be 
anxious” (v. 19) counsels Jesus. Note that He does 
not promise the removal of opposition, but what a 
missionary most needs — the words to speak and 
the assurance of final deliverance! “The Spirit of 
your Father” will provide “what you are to say . . . 
in that hour.” With such help, they can endure 
“to the end” (v. 22). The time of danger itself, He 
promises, will finally come to an end: “You will not 
have gone through all the towns of Israel before 
the Son of Man comes” (v. 23).

That promise, says Jeffrey Gibbs, is “one of the 
great interpretive challenges in the Gospel of 
Matthew.” D. A. Carson calls it “among the most 

difficult [verses] in the NT canon.” To what is 
Jesus referring by this “coming” of the Son of 
Man? Modern readers will think immediately 
of the Second Coming at Judgment Day (as 
did Martin Luther). But the words in the text 
make it sound like this “coming” is to be much 
sooner, certainly in their lifetime. Another option 
(suggests J. Dupont) is that Jesus is telling them 
to “get a move on” and that He will catch up to 
them later. But that would be anticlimactic after 
His urge to “endure to the end” even in the face 
of death (v. 22), especially since there was no 
life-threatening persecution until much later.

D. A. Carson and Jeff Gibbs suggest a third 
option: Jesus is referring to the coming 
destruction of the Jewish nation by the Romans 
in AD 70. They argue that the sufferings 
described in vv. 17–22 picture what actually 
took place in the years just after Pentecost. 
Further, they point to Matt. 23:34–39 as a 
strongly parallel passage where Jesus promises 
to send missionaries to the Jews, and that those 
missionaries would be persecuted by flogging in 
the synagogues (cf. 10:17 with 23:34) and forced 
to flee from town to town (cf. 10:23 with 23:34). 
The result, says Jesus, is that all of history’s 
righteous blood will “come” on those Pharisees 
(23:35). When Jesus immediately laments over 
Jerusalem’s impending destruction (23:37–38), it 
seems clear that “he is referring to the events of 
AD 70” when the “Son of Man came in judgment 
— through the agency of Rome — against the 
nation of Israel” (Gibbs). That calamity was the 
end of the Temple, the sacrificial system, and 
Judaism as it had existed for centuries.

No matter which interpretation one chooses, 
the mission of the Twelve and the subsequent 
mission of the Church is clearly an urgent one. 
Let’s get going!
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FOR A LL I N MISSION: YO U N EED NOT FE A R ! 
Matthew 10:24–33
Beginning in verse 24, the language about the mission becomes more general, as if 
Jesus now has in view not just the Twelve, but all who will bear His name and make 
their witness in years to come (“everyone . . . whoever”). In all times and places, we 
who are disciples will encounter opposition, He warns, because the disciple is “like 
his teacher” (v. 25). We belong to Him as “servants” to a “master,” and the world 
labels us as it labeled Him. “If they have called the master of the house Beelzebul” 
(v. 25) anticipates the encounter in which the Pharisees disparage Jesus’ exorcism 
of a demon-possessed man as something He does by relying on “Beelzebul, the 
prince of demons” (12:24). That name, which literally means “Baal the prince,” 
had become another name for Satan. His point? If they call Me names, don’t be 
surprised if it happens to you!

But don’t be afraid, either. Three times He says it (vv. 26, 28, 31). First, don’t be 
afraid to “proclaim on the housetops” the gracious reign of God in Christ, which 
has been “hidden” and “covered” from view for so long. One day the message that 
came to you as a whisper will stand fully “revealed” (v. 26). Second, don’t be afraid 
of what your enemies may do to you. Their power is limited! Even if they “kill the 
body,” they cannot “kill the soul” (v. 28). Fear God alone, for only God can “destroy 
both body and soul in hell.” What’s more, He is your Father, the One who cherishes 
even tiny sparrows, the One who has numbered the very hairs of your head. You are 
in His good hands.

Finally, you need not fear, because one day Jesus Himself will “acknowledge before 
my Father” everyone who “acknowledges me before men” (v. 32). Think beyond 
this present painful time. Don’t take a scissors and clip off eternity! For the terrible 
opposite is true. The one who “denies me before men, I also will deny before my 
Father” (v. 33). The verb used here is the one that describes Peter’s denial of Jesus 
(26:70, 72), a sin worthy of damnation! It is all the more astonishing, then, to realize 
how bountifully Jesus forgave him (John 21:1–19), a recollection that gives us 
encouragement when we fail.
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SWOR D A N D R EWA R D 
Matthew 10:34–42
There must be no naivete about our mission 
outreach. “Do not think,” Jesus says in effect, 
“that I came ONLY so as to bring peace on 
earth. What I do will also bring sharp division, 
the severing of relationships!” Some of us 
know from experience how even within our 
own family circles the Gospel of Jesus may 
bring bitter division. It is a sad irony that our 
Prince of Peace (Is. 9:6) who came to bring 
sweet reconciliation between God and human 
beings also brings conflict when His call to 
repent is refused. That’s a frequent result in 
a world of stubborn sinners.

The experience of such rejection is 
nothing less than our “cross” (v. 38). This 
first mention of the Roman instrument of 
execution not only portends what Jesus is 
to face, but also describes the consequence 
that comes to all who follow Him. Some 
Christians in those early days, including 
Peter, literally suffered crucifixion (as have 
some in our day!). Many more have known 
the hostility and loss of relationships that 
come because of our confession of Jesus. 
Such pain can deeply wound us. Indeed, 
it can only be borne on the strength of His 
accompanying promise: “Whoever loses his 
life for my sake will find it” (v. 39).

The missionary discourse ends with a word of 
encouragement. In all they do, missionaries 
are heartened to hear that “whoever receives 
you receives me, and whoever receives me 
receives him who sent me” (v. 40). We who 

bear witness to Christ are not set adrift to 
fend for ourselves. We are accompanied 
by Jesus Himself, and those who hear and 
believe the message receive Him (cf. 25:40!).

Some have wondered whether the differing 
designations — “prophet,” “righteous 
person,” “little one,” “disciple” — indicate 
sub-groups among Jesus’ followers (as we 
might today distinguish clergy and laity, 
or pastors, teachers, missionaries, and 
evangelists). But the identification of “one 
of these little ones” as “a disciple” who 
represents Jesus (v. 42) and the parallelism 
of the statements in vv. 41–42 suggests 
rather that these are different designations 
for the same group of people, namely, those 
who are engaged in the mission Christ gives 
us all. All are disciples. All are “righteous” 
because they trust in Christ (see 6:33). All 
are “lowly” little ones (5:5). And though, 
strictly speaking, not all of us are “prophets” 
(1 Cor. 12:29), yet we are privileged to speak 
the “prophetic word” (2 Pet. 1:19!) to those 
hungering for it.

We who received the message know the 
reward in it for us. And we can be certain 
that those who receive us, who render even 
the simplest act of hospitality (“a cup of cold 
water”), and who accept the message of 
Jesus we bring will likewise find the great 
reward — Jesus Himself and the life He 
brings! Let these words hearten us for the 
holy work He gives us to do.

Those who receive us, who render even the simplest act of hospitality (“a 
cup of cold water”), and who accept the message of Jesus we bring will 
likewise find the great reward — Jesus Himself and the life He brings!
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PER SONA L A PPLIC AT ION

Gracious Lord Jesus, You have called me to follow You. By this Word I study, 
strengthen and equip me to persist through disappointment and opposition 

to receive Your promised rest. I ask it for Your name’s sake. Amen.

For Review
1. Summarize what you learned about the Twelve Apostles (identity, authority, mission).

2. List some promises Jesus makes to His missionaries. How do they hearten you personally? List some of the 
warnings He gives them. How do these prompt your sober reflection?

Matthew 11:1–15
3. Where is John and what concern did he voice? What do you suppose prompted his question?

4. When you experience doubts in matters of faith, how do you voice them? To whom?

5. What passage does Jesus quote to explain John’s special role? How is John “more than a prophet”? What 
additional insight do you gain from v. 14 and Mal. 4:5–6?

Matthew 11:16–24
6. In verse 17 Jesus employs a picture to describe the contrasting approaches of Himself and of John. Who’s 

doing the talking (cf. v. 16)? Who will not “dance”? Who will not “mourn”?

7. Why will Judgment Day be “more bearable” for the pagan cities of Tyre, Sidon, and Sodom than for the 
Galilean towns of Chorazin, Bethsaida, and Capernaum?

Matthew 11:25–30
8. What two groups of people are contrasted in v. 25? (cf. 1 Cor. 1:18–31) Why do you think the Gospel is 

“hidden” from some and “revealed” to others?

9. When are you more like “the wise”? The “little child”?

10. What does the picture of a yoke teach us about discipleship? How can this instrument for work bring 
“rest”?
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Matthew 12:1–21
11. What seemingly minor incident provokes criticism by the Pharisees? For other examples of what they were 

concerned about, read Ex. 35:2–3, Num. 15:32–36, Jer. 17:19–27.

12. At stake in this entire section is the identity of Jesus. What title does He give Himself in v. 8? What Old 
Testament examples (vv. 3–6) does He use to validate His authority over Sabbath practice?

13. In verse 7 Jesus cites Hos. 6:6 (“I desire mercy”). How does He go on to act upon it in vv. 9–14? How do 
the Pharisees respond?

14. When have you fallen into the trap of “offering sacrifice” but “neglecting mercy”?

15. What’s the source of Matthew’s lengthy quote in vv. 18–21? How would you summarize the “Servant’s” 
mission? Who will benefit?

Matthew 12:22–37
16. The Pharisees do NOT deny that Jesus casts out demons. What exactly is their charge against Him?

17. According to Jesus, how does their charge violate common sense (vv. 25–26)? How does it violate what 
God spoke through Isaiah (compare “blasphemy against the Spirit” in v. 31 with the quote from Isaiah in v. 
18)?

18. Have you ever wondered if there could be no forgiveness for you? Why did you think so?

Matthew 12:38–50
19. Why do you suppose Jesus rejects the request for “a sign”?

20. What’s the lesson that the Ninevites and the Queen of Sheba could teach “this generation”?

21. For reflection: from your life this week, would others see you as a “brother or sister” of Jesus? A distant 
relative? A mere acquaintance?

MEMORY VERSE
Matthew 11:28 “Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest.”
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JESUS WARNS “THIS GENERATION” – MATTHEW 11:16–24 72

JESUS’  INV ITAT ION AND PROMISE –  MATTHEW 11:25–30 73

LORD OF THE SABBATH – MATTHEW 12:1–14 74

THE SERVANT BRINGS JUSTICE –  MATTHEW 12:15–21 75

WITH H IM OR AGAINST H IM? – MATTHEW 12:22–37 75

F INAL WARNING AND INV ITAT ION – MATTHEW 12:38–50 76

PERSONAL APPL ICAT ION 77

I N T H E MI DDLE OF M AT T H EW
At the beginning of this course, we suggested a threefold outline of 
Matthew:

Part One – Jesus Presented – 1:1–4:16

Part Two – Ministry and Opposition in Israel – 4:17–16:20

Part Three – The Road to the Cross, the Resurrection and the Great 
Commission – 16:21–28:20

We have come to the “middle of the middle” of the outline. In Lessons 
5–9 we took a long look at Jesus’ ministry with authority, His preaching 
and miracles, and His commissioning of others to share in that ministry.

Now Matthew shows us the growing opposition to His ministry. Some, 
including John the Baptist, are confused about Him. Others, especially 
the religious leaders, are openly hostile. Both reactions revolve around 
the question of His IDENTITY. What shall we make of Him? Who is this 
man who casts out demons, flouts Sabbath customs, and calms a storm? 
Are you with Him or against Him?

MESSENGER S FROM J OH N 
Matthew 11:1–15
In this section, it is John the Baptist himself who first raises the question 
of Jesus’ identity. John is imprisoned at Machaerus, east of the Dead 
Sea (says historian Josephus). He sends his own disciples to Jesus 

Are you with Him or against Him?

Matthew
o p p o s i T i o n  G r o w s
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with a question: “Are you he who is to come?” 
The Old Testament was full of promises of God’s 
own coming (cf. Is. 35:4, Hos. 6:2–3, Zech.14:5), 
and John himself had announced that coming 
(3:11), but now he is experiencing doubt, probably 
because of his imprisonment, which may have 
lasted a year already. G. R. Beasley-Murray frames 
John’s doubt this way:

Where was the thunder of judgment? Where 
was the rebuke of the wicked? Why this 
use of power over demons but not over evil 
men? . . . Why did he allow the prophet of 
God’s righteous wrath against sin to rot in 
Herod’s jail without a word of protest?

“Are you he who is to come?” Jesus’ answer is 
a resounding “yes” to John’s question. For the 
messengers and for other listeners standing near 
He recites a list of what they all have heard and 
seen: the blind see again, the lame walk, lepers are 
cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised to life, 
and the poor have good news preached to them (v. 
5). No ordinary deeds are these! They are, in fact, 
the “Isaiah signs” heralding the great “Day of the 
Lord” as listed in Is. 29:18–19; 35:5–6, and 61:1, 
an explicitly messianic passage which Jesus used 
as His inaugural sermon in Nazareth (Luke 4:16–
20). Nevertheless, though the reign of God has 
broken into history, the power of evil men remains 
strong, and the time for its overthrowing is not yet. 
Meanwhile He counsels, “Blessed is the one who is 
not offended by me” (v. 6). The messengers return 
to John.

John had borne witness to Jesus. Jesus now bears 
witness to John. “What did you go out to see?” He 
is certainly not a “reed shaken by the wind” (v. 7), 
a fickle person, tossed by public opinion. A man 
in “soft clothing” (v. 8)? The reference to “king’s 
houses” may be a sly cut at the man keeping John 
in prison (Carson)! No again. “A prophet” such as 
the Jews had not heard for centuries (v. 9)? You’re 
getting warmer, for he is “more than a prophet.” 
He alone of all the prophets was the “messenger” 

of Mal. 3:1 who would “prepare the way” for God 
Himself. If Israel can understand who JOHN is, they 
will also know the identity of JESUS as “God with 
us” (1:23), “the Lord” who “will suddenly come to 
his temple.” John is, in truth, the “Elijah who is 
to come” (Mal. 4:5–6), who prepares the way by 
“turning hearts.”

As great as John is, even the “least in the kingdom 
of heaven is greater than he” (v. 11). For John 
belonged to the Old Covenant. But the least saint in 
the New is “greater” because he sees and knows 
the Christ clearly and makes witness to Him.

Making that witness is the true greatness of even 
the lowliest disciple.

The decisive moment in the history of the world 
has begun. The time of prophecy has come to 
an end. The King has arrived in enemy-occupied 
territory. But for now God is ruling “in a hidden, 
lowly, resistible fashion” (Gibbs). The King’s arrival 
is provoking serious resistance as described in v. 
12: “the kingdom of heaven has suffered violence, 
and the violent take it by force” (ESV translation 
preferable to NIV here). We will watch the 
opposition and the violence grow.

JESUS WA R NS “T H IS GEN ER AT ION ” 
Matthew 11:16–24
Jesus employs a picture to describe that 
opposition. The people of Galilee are like petulant 
children complaining about God’s messengers. 
He pictures them playing imaginary wedding and 
funeral games. “We played the flute for you, and 
you did not dance; we sang a dirge and you did 
not mourn,” the children whine in sing-song (v. 
17). But John won’t dance to their tune. His call to 
repent is too grim! And Jesus won’t sing a dirge 
with them. His healings and kindness to sinners 
are too jolly! They are two messengers from God 
with contrasting styles, and the fickle Galileans 
reject them both. That’s “this [childish] generation” 
for you!
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It’s a sobering reminder for us who sometimes wish we had lived in Jesus’ day that even those who 
did largely rejected Him. It appears there had been widespread indifference to His miracles and 
teaching. The frequent referrals Jesus makes to “this generation,” His contemporaries, are almost 
all negative (12:41–42, 45; 16:4; 17:17; 23:36). Some of His strongest denunciation is spoken 
against His stubborn Galilean neighbors. “Woe to you, Chorazin! . . . Bethsaida!” (v. 21). These nice 
little towns are worse than Tyre and Sidon, whom the prophets had denounced for their idolatry (Is. 
23, Ezek. 26–28, Joel 3:4 etc.). “And you, Capernaum . . . will be brought down to Hades” (v. 23). 
His own “homies” are worse than the people of wicked Sodom. Why such strong language? These 
Galilean towns had been given front row seats to His “mighty works,” and still they said “No!”

JESUS’ I N V I TAT ION A N D PROMISE 
Matthew 11:25–30
Astonishingly, Jesus’ response to such rejection is to “praise God anyway.” For not all have said 
“no” to the rightful King. While the “wise and understanding” sophisticates don’t have a clue, the 
simple, lowly folks (the “little children”) get it.

Though John’s life and Jesus’ ministry are going rather badly, God is still at work. For His own 
reasons, He hides the truth from those who think they know it all and reveals the truth to those 
who humbly confess their helplessness. Paul makes a similar observation about the vastly different 
responses of the “wise” and the “foolish” hearers of his preaching (1 Cor. 1:18–31). God rejects all 
human pride and self-sufficiency. This Good News, Jesus makes clear, is for the poor in spirit (5:3).

But God must take the initiative in bringing people to faith. “No one knows the Father except 
the Son and anyone to whom the Son chooses to reveal him” (v. 27). Lest anyone think the Son 
wants only SOME to be saved, there comes a universal invitation: “Come to me, all who labor and 
are heavy-laden, and I will give you rest” (v. 28). This invitation to “rest,” which appears only in 
Matthew’s Gospel, is for ALL those struggling under sin’s oppressive burden. This invitation is 
followed by another: “Take my yoke upon you” (v. 29).

How do taking a yoke and finding rest fit together? They sound like opposites. As all farmers do, 
Jews employed yokes to pair draft animals in their work. But there were also shoulder yokes 
for people, yokes that made it easier to carry or pull a load (R. T. France). But “yoke” is used 
metaphorically here.

There is no discipleship without some task, some duty. But what is that duty? The “yoke” of which 
Jesus speaks is contrasted to the far heavier burden of sin and the “yoke of the Torah” of which 
Jews often spoke — the study of and obedience to the Law of Moses. The essence of Jesus’ yoke 
is not another kind of work, but the discovery of Jesus Himself! We are here invited to “learn” from 
Him His gentleness toward sinners that brings “rest for your souls.”
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LOR D OF T H E SA B B AT H 
Matthew 12:1–14
A seemingly minor incident provoked criticism 
by the Pharisees. As Jesus and disciples walked 
through a field, the hungry disciples had plucked 
grain with their hands. Such snacking on a 
neighbor’s grain was allowed by the Law (Deut. 
23:25). The objection from the Pharisees was 
not that it was stealing, but that it was WORK, 
which made it unlawful on the Sabbath. To be 
sure, the Law prohibited work on this day of rest, 
such as lighting a fire (Ex. 35:3), gathering sticks 
(Num. 15:32–36), and carrying on commercial 
activities (Jer. 17:19–27). But in order to put 
a “fence” around the Law, the scribes and 
Pharisees had developed an elaborate code 
of their own prohibiting 39 kinds of work on 
Sabbath, including reaping grain, riding an animal 
or making a “Sabbath day’s journey” of more than 
1,000 steps. From their perspective the disciples 
had “reaped” standing grain, and that was work!

Jesus responded by citing two examples from 
the Law itself. “Have you not read what David did 
when he was hungry, and those who were with 
him, how he . . . ate the bread of the Presence, 
which it was not lawful for him to eat?” (vv. 3–4, 
see 1 Sam. 21:1–9). “Or have you not read in 
the Law how on the Sabbath the priests in the 
temple profane the Sabbath and are guiltless?” 
(v. 5). Priests made a double burnt offering on the 
Sabbath (Num.28:9). Now for a second time Jesus 
cites “I desire mercy and not sacrifice” (Hos. 6:6, 
see Matt. 9:13). The principle in all this? Human 
need takes precedence over ceremonial law!

The issue is not what one can or cannot do on 
the Sabbath, but WHO JESUS IS. His claim could 
hardly have been more shocking or scandalous 
to His listeners: “I tell you, something greater 
than the temple is here” (v. 6). For the Jews, 
the temple was the site of God’s gracious 

presence among His people (cf. Is. 6:1). But 
Matthew has made it clear that Jesus Himself is 
Emmanuel, “God with us” (1:23)! As He fulfills 
all righteousness (3:15), He is greater than the 
temple. And since He Himself will “give you rest” 
(11:28), He is “Lord of the Sabbath,” that day 
of rest (v. 8). The Sabbath was, Paul would later 
write, only a “shadow” of what Jesus brought 
(Col. 2:16–17).

As Lord of the Sabbath, Jesus now enacted the 
mercy He urged the Pharisees to learn. Entering 
a synagogue, He met a man with a withered 
hand. The Pharisees “take this opportunity to 
push the envelope” (Gibbs) and force Jesus to 
violate their Sabbath code. “Is it lawful to heal 
on the Sabbath?” (v. 10). Scholars believe that 
“emergency” healing to save a life would have 
been permitted, but “elective” procedures like 
restoring a withered hand would not. In reply 
Jesus asked whether any of them would rescue 
his sheep if it fell into a pit on the Sabbath. It’s 
a rhetorical question — of course they would! 
Arguing from the lesser to the greater, He then 
added, “Of how much more value is a man than a 
sheep! So it is lawful to do good on the Sabbath” 
(v. 12), whereupon He healed the man. On this 
day, the Lord of the Sabbath gave rest and 
restoration to a man who needed it.

The unit closes on a dark note. The Pharisees 
“conspired against him, how to destroy him” 
(v. 14). His opponents are hardening against 
His fundamental claim to be Israel’s Messiah. It 
prompted Jesus to withdraw from there so that He 
might continue His healing ministry. This is now 
the second time (see 4:12) that He has done so. 
It was not because He was afraid of confrontation 
(His interaction with the Pharisees is highly 
confrontational!) but because “the right time for 
him to die has not yet come” (Maarten Menken).
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T H E SE RVA N T B R I NGS JUST ICE 
Matthew 12:15–21
Jesus’ deliberate withdrawal to continue ministry 
while warning the crowds to keep silence about 
Him (cf. 8:4), Matthew asserts, actually fulfilled 
prophecy. The seventh fulfillment, the longest of 
the ten Matthew records, comes in vv. 18–21. 
It cites Isaiah 42:1–4, the first of the “Servant 
Songs” the prophet uttered: “Behold, my servant 
whom I have chosen, my beloved with whom my 
soul is well pleased. I will put my Spirit upon 
him . . . He will not quarrel or cry aloud . . . until 
he brings justice to victory” The passage recalls 
His baptism, when the voice of God declared Him 
“beloved . . .with whom I am well pleased” (3:17).

As God’s beloved Son, His quiet ministry is first 
of all to bring “justice,” to put things right in the 
world, to heal and restore “bruised reeds and 
smoldering wicks” (v. 20), the broken people He 
meets and helps. Not just Jewish people! Twice 
this passage mentions “the Gentiles” as recipients 
of his “justice” (vv. 18, 21). When the right time 
comes, Jesus the Servant will finally “bring justice 
to victory” by Himself becoming the reed that is 
broken and the wick utterly extinguished in His 
own death and resurrection. The Church, which 
“rightly proclaims forgiveness through the cross 
and resurrection, needs to remember that His 
mission included restoring the creation to God’s 
original design” (Gibbs). Along with preaching 
the Gospel and administering the sacraments, 
the Church shares His compassionate ministry of 
“doing good” to the sick and the suffering, and to 
all others (Gal. 6:10).

W I T H H I M OR AG A I NST H I M ? 
Matthew 12:22–37
A final incident in this chapter highlights the 
confusion and opposition that surrounds Jesus. He 
heals a “demon-oppressed man” (v. 22), restoring 
his speech and sight. The crowd remains unsure 

who Jesus is: “Can this be the Son of David?” 
(v. 23). The Greek construction of their question 
expects a negative response but allows for a “yes” 
(Mounce). The Pharisees, on the other hand, reject 
Him outright: “It is only by Beelzebul . . . that this 
man casts out demons” (v. 24).

The Pharisees did NOT deny that Jesus cast 
out demons. Instead, they attributed His power 
to Satan. One can hardly imagine a harsher 
rejection! According to Jesus, however, their 
charge violated common sense. “If Satan casts 
out Satan . . . How . . . will his kingdom stand?” 
(v. 26). He’s finished! Further, what will they make 
of exorcisms by fellow Jews, which were well-
known in the first century (see Acts 19:13–20). 
They too are hereby condemned. The only 
sensible conclusion is that Jesus was manifesting 
the working of the Holy Spirit. They were speaking 
against Him!

Jews believed Satan would be “bound” in the 
end time. Jesus pressed home His point with 
a parable: plundering a strong man’s house 
requires that you “bind him” first (v. 29). Jesus 
is the plunderer. Satan is the “strong man.” The 
“goods” are all those demon-possessed that 
Jesus was taking from Satan’s control. “You can 
see,” Jesus says, “that Satan is bound. The end-
time is upon you!”

Jesus now renders His judgment against His 
opponents: “Blasphemy against the Spirit will 
not be forgiven.” (v. 31). This troubling passage 
of the “sin against the Holy Spirit” has led 
some Christians to wonder if there could be no 
forgiveness for them.

We must keep in mind the promise in 31a: “every 
sin and blasphemy will be forgiven people.” Christ 
is ready to forgive any insult against Himself. 
Peter’s denial and restoration (John 18:25–27; 

M A T T H E W  1 1 : 1  –  1 2 : 5 0

MichaeL KaSting 75

10



21:15–17) is a good example. Second, remember 
that Jesus is here addressing not Christians who 
might fall away, but enemies who have dug in 
their heels against Him. Saint Augustine wrote 
what the Church still understands this passage 
to mean: the sin against the Spirit that cannot 
be forgiven is “the persevering hardness of an 
impenitent heart”: unbelief that PERSISTS. If 
you’re worried about it, you haven’t committed it!

Jesus explains the importance of true and false 
confessions about Him with a picture. Words are 
important because they reveal the heart, even 
as a tree’s fruit reveals its inner condition. One’s 
words about Jesus will result either in acquittal or 
condemnation at the judgment (10:32–33). To put 
it simply, the forgiveness of sins is to be found in 
Christ alone. For those who reject him “there is no 
forgiveness, ever” (Gibbs). Those who oppose Him 
have had their warning.

FI NA L WA R N I NG A N D I N V I TAT ION 
Matthew 12:38–50
Matthew describes one more confrontation. 
Some scribes and Pharisees demand “a sign” 
(v. 38), perhaps like those Moses performed 
before Pharaoh (Ex. 4:1–9). Even now, after 
all the healings and exorcisms He has done? 
Jesus refuses, almost: “An evil and adulterous 
generation seeks for a sign, but no sign will be 
given . . . except the sign of the prophet Jonah” 
(v. 39). His mention of “three days and three 
nights” should not be pressed to mean 72 hours, 
for elsewhere He asserts that He will rise “on” 
the third day (16:21; 17:23; 20:19) which means 
something less. The real miracle, not stated 
explicitly here, is that both Jonah and Jesus 

emerge from that three-day stay! The sign of 
Jonah is nothing less than Jesus’ resurrection.

He now turns His “sign” into one more warning. 
Jonah’s audience in Nineveh “repented at the 
preaching of Jonah, and behold, something 
greater than Jonah is here” (v. 41). He adds 
still another: “the queen of the South . . . came 
from the ends of the earth to hear the wisdom 
of Solomon, and behold, something greater than 
Solomon is here” (v. 42). The Ninevites repented. 
Why don’t you? The queen of the South listened. 
Why don’t you? At the coming judgment, they 
will rise up to condemn you. He adds, in effect, 
“Even living a ‘clean’ life, if it remains empty of 
my message and faith in it, will simply provide a 
vacancy for something worse to come and dwell 
there” (vv. 43–45). So be warned!

As the chapter ends, the focus turns from the 
opponents to the crowds who watch it all. Jesus 
is speaking to them as His family draws near. 
“Your mother and brothers are here,” someone 
informs Him. “Who is my mother, and who are 
my brothers?” He replies (v. 48). Still at the fore 
is Jesus’ identity and the urgency of a right 
response to Him. So He points to His disciples: 
“Here are my mother and my brothers!” (v. 49). A 
faithful response to Jesus Christ trumps all other 
relationships, even that of one’s biological family.

The Lord of the Sabbath, who is greater than the 
temple, greater than Jonah and Solomon, and 
greater than any other human bond, invites the 
crowds (and us) into His new and eternal family. 
When people look at your life, can they tell you 
belong to Him?

When people look at your life, can they tell you belong to Him?
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PER SONA L A PPLIC AT ION

Lord Jesus Christ, open my ears and heart as I study the parables You used. Make me “good 
soil” that will produce a bountiful harvest for You. For Your Kingdom’s sake. Amen.

For Review
1. According to Jesus, what is the purpose of the Sabbath?

2. How would you summarize the way Jesus answers his opponents in this lesson? What kind of arguments 
does He employ?

Matthew 13:1–23
3. List the four soils and what situation each represents.

4. Which image best describes the biggest challenge to your own fruitful listening: a) the birds? B) the rocks? 
C) the thorns?

5. Jesus explains His purpose in telling parables (vv. 10–17). Would you say it is more to REVEAL “the secrets 
of the kingdom” or to CONCEAL them? Explain.

6. How does Jesus’ challenge in v. 9 help explain vv. 11–12?

7. Jesus uses images (often agricultural) from His world. What images might we employ today as parables for 
contemporary city dwellers?

Matthew 13:24–43
8. What words are used to introduce the remaining six parables in this chapter?

9. How would you summarize the lesson in the Parable of the Weeds? What does it teach us about the 
Church’s “purity”?

10. The Mustard Seed Parable bears similarities to Dan. 4:20–22. What does the tree in the king’s dream 
represent? What does the mustard plant here represent?
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Matthew 13:44–50
11. According to verse 36, where does Jesus go? Who is the audience for the last three parables?

12. What are the similarities between the first two of these (The Treasure and The Pearl)? Where is Christ in 
each?

13. Both the treasure and the pearl are things of great VALUE. How do you let people know the value of Jesus 
to you?

14. Do you regard yourself as greatly valuable to God? If so, what convinces you that is so?

15. What similarity do you see between the Parable of the Net (vv. 47–50) and the Parable of the Weeds (vv. 
24–29, 36–43)? How are both encouraging to the disciple?

Matthew 13:51–58
16. Of the parables in this chapter, which is most helpful to you personally? Which is the most unclear?

17. Why do Jesus’ “home folks” take offense at Him? Where in your churchly experience does “familiarity 
breed contempt”:

 a) the pastor’s message? b) Bible class? c) Holy Communion? d) fellow members?

MEMORY ASSIGNMENT
Be able to tell and explain the Parable of the Sower in your own words.
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THE SECOND TRIAD OF PARABLES – MATTHEW 13:36–43 83

RESPONSE TO THE PARABLES – MATTHEW 13:51–58 84

PERSONAL APPL ICAT ION 85

W H AT ’S A PA R A B LE ?
Most of us would say we know what a parable is. “An earthly story with 
a heavenly meaning” was the definition given to this writer long ago. 
Robert Mounce says a parable is “a simple story from daily life that 
illustrates an ethical or religious truth.” However, the reality is somewhat 
more complex.

The Greek word parabolee literally means a “placing beside”—a 
comparison or illustration. It occurs 48 times in the Synoptics, but not 
at all in John. Usually rendered “parable,” it can also be translated as 
“proverb” (Luke 4:23) or “lesson” (Matt. 24:32), and applied to forms of 
speech that tell no story at all. Dr. Jeff Gibbs concludes, “No definition 
has won general acceptance,” but then he offers his own: “‘Parable’ 
refers to a small past-time narrative that Jesus tells in order to 
communicate a deeper meaning.” Many of the images Jesus employs are 
common scenes from work and home life of His time. Most writers agree 
on the fact that parables offer “two levels” of meaning and require the 
listener’s reflection. “He who has ears, let him hear” (13:9)!

Even making a list of the Gospels’ parables isn’t easy. Are there 30—or 
as many as 60? It depends on which commentary you consult and which 
definition you use, but there is no doubt that parables are important. 
Matthew 13 is devoted largely to Jesus telling (and in two cases, 
interpreting) seven kingdom parables. Six of these are prefaced with “the 
kingdom of heaven is like.” This chapter forms the third major discourse 
of Jesus in the Gospel of Matthew.

As we read, we must ask what the disciples asked: “Why do you speak 
to them in parables?” Meanwhile, it’s time to put on our listening ears. 
As we consider each parable, we will not only ask, “What does it mean?” 
but also, “What does it mean for me?”

Matthew
k i n G d o m  p a r a b l e s
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T H E PA R A B LE OF T H E SOW ER 
A N D I TS EXPL A NAT ION 
Matthew 13:1–9, 18–23
Consider the context of this chapter. This 
discourse follows on the heels of two chapters 
detailing the rising opposition to Jesus and 
His message, and is, in fact, a response to it. 
“That same day” (v. 1), Matthew notes, Jesus 
began to address the crowds “in parables” (v. 
3). Those crowds, though fascinated by Him, 
still were not certain about Jesus’ identity 
and remained unconvinced. Meanwhile, the 
scribes and Pharisees accused Him of being in 
league with Satan and demanded a miraculous 
sign. The parable of the sower explains why 
so many in Israel (and so many now) are not 
responding in faith.

The setting is familiar. Jesus sits in a fishing 
boat beside the Sea of Galilee and addresses 
a throng standing on the shore (the reverse 
of our experience in which a pastor stands 
while speaking to a seated audience). Matthew 
begins with one of the best known parables—
the parable of the sower. This sower is unusual 
in that he casts seed without regard for where 
it lands, and much of it winds up in places that 
produce little or nothing. The sower is Jesus 
Himself (note v. 37), and the seed is “the word 
of the kingdom” (v. 19) scattered extravagantly 
to any and all kinds of hearers. God is 
remarkably generous in making His Gospel 
message available to people, even those with 
little promise of fruit. Grace trumps efficiency!

The parable is focused on the soil and what 
happens there. For that reason, some have 
suggested calling this the parable of the soils. 
The four soils represent listeners in a variety of 
situations making different responses:

 · Seeds “along the path . . . devoured” 
by birds (v. 4) are hearers who don’t 
understand the message and have it 
snatched away by the devil (v. 19).

 · Seeds on shallow “rocky ground” that 
sprout quickly but also wither quickly 
under the sun’s heat (vv. 5–6) are 
hearers who make an initial joyful 
response but fall away quickly under 
persecution (vv. 20–21).

 · Seeds “among thorns” that are “choked” 
(v. 7) are hearers in whom “the cares 
of the world and the deceitfulness of 
riches choke the word” and render them 
unfruitful (v. 22).

 · Seeds “on good soil” that “produced 
grain” with varying yields (v. 8) are 
those listeners who “hear the word” and 
understand it, and subsequently bear an 
abundant harvest of fruit (v. 23).

There is profit in examining the kind of 
hazards that hinder our listening and the 
response we make. Are we hardened? 
Shallow? Distracted? Fruitful? These are 
useful questions, but we must not miss the 
larger picture here, the question that looms 
over Jesus’ earthly ministry—why isn’t His 
message more successful (as we’d define it)? 
The parable makes clear that when God finally 
comes into the world, He comes in a way that 
is weak and resistible. The proclamation of 
the Word does not automatically bring fruit. 
On the other hand, the parable comforts us 
by showing that there will always be SOME 
who respond fruitfully. We who share in the 
sowing can do it full of hope, trusting God for 
the results.
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W H Y PA R A B LES ? 
Matthew 13:10–17
The telling of this parable prompts an important question from the disciples: “Why do you speak to 
them in parables?” (v. 10). They notice a new approach by Jesus. Until now He has been teaching 
regularly in the synagogues. Only once more will He do so (v. 54), greeted by unbelief. From this point 
on His normal “classrooms” will be the seashore, roadside, and homes (until He finally comes to 
Jerusalem and teaches in the temple). More strikingly, they observe, He begins to teach “in parables” 
(v. 3). Why this change?

To repeat, these parables are spoken in response to misunderstanding and opposition. The crowds 
don’t “know the secrets of the kingdom” as do the disciples (v. 11). “This is why I speak to them in 
parables,” Jesus explains, “because seeing they do not see, and hearing they do not hear, nor do they 
understand” (v. 13). He is, it appears, deliberately hiding things that must remain “secret” until God 
chooses to reveal them. That’s the import of the passage Jesus now quotes in explanation from Isaiah 
6:9–10:

“You will indeed hear but never understand, and you will indeed see but never perceive.” For 
this people’s heart has grown dull, and with their ears they can barely hear, and their eyes 
they have closed, lest they should see with their eyes and hear with their ears and understand 
with their heart and turn, and I would heal them. (Matt. 13:14–15)

Isaiah had been sent to a people stubbornly opposed to God. God’s response to their disobedience 
and unbelief was to veil His message. Their own dullness and rebellion kept them from hearing and 
seeing God’s compassionate intent! Now, says Jesus, the story is being repeated. The people of Israel 
are again resisting. God is again making His response to the unbelief that has greeted this message 
of the Kingdom. The parables are not primarily illustrations to clarify, as a pastor might use a sermon 
illustration. Initially, their function is to conceal more than to reveal.

But Jesus is not abandoning the crowds—not writing them off. “He who has ears, let him hear” (v. 9) 
is an invitation to those who are, for now, in the dark about the Kingdom. He invites them to ponder 
the parable, and, by God’s grace, receive what it offers. In this chapter He continues to teach them, 
but now in more obscure fashion, using parables to engage their curiosity and invite their reflection. 
Parables begin by hiding but end by revealing. Even with His own disciples Jesus employs parables 
(13:36–50; 18:10–14, 23–35; 20:1–16) and makes the same challenge: “He who has ears, let him 
hear” (13:43).

The parables are not primarily illustrations to clarify, as 
a pastor might use a sermon illustration. Initially, their 

function is to “conceal” more than to “reveal.”
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T H E FI R ST T R I A D OF 
K I NGD OM PA R A B LES 
Matthew 13:24–35
As he did with the miracles in chapters 8–9, 
Matthew again clusters his material in threes. 
The introductory parable (the parable of the 
sower) is now followed by two triads of parables: 
the first told to the crowds by the lake (13:24–
33); and the second to the disciples in the house 
(vv. 44–50). All of these six begin with the words 
“the kingdom of heaven is like” (or “may be 
compared to”).

The first triad of parables, directed to the crowds 
by the lake, insists that the reign of God now 
manifest in Jesus’ ministry is taking place in an 
unspectacular way that most people may find 
unsatisfying. The parable of the weeds depicts 
the kingdom of God as a “mixed bag”—a field 
of wheat laced with weeds. What’s more, the 
master chooses not to do anything about it! The 
parables of the mustard seed and the leaven 
describe God’s reign at present appearing small 
and insignificant. The mustard seed, though 
not literally the “smallest of all seeds” (v. 32), 
was the smallest used by farmers in Israel. It 
ultimately grew into a sizable bush 8–10 feet 
high, much larger than most other garden plants. 
The woman’s batch of dough is sizable too. The 
Greek word for “measure” is the equivalent of 
13 liters of flour. “Three measures” is about ten 
gallons. She’s making enough bread to feed a 
banquet hall full of guests!

All three parables say the situation will change. 
One fine harvest day the weeds will be separated 
and burned. One day the tiny mustard seed will 
become “larger than all the garden plants . . . 
a tree” with birds in its branches (v. 32). The 
image recalls Daniel 4:20–22, where it pictured 
Nebuchadnezzar’s worldwide kingdom. One day 
that banquet-sized batch of dough will be “all 
leavened” (Matt. 13:33). The small beginnings 
now seen in Jesus’ earthly ministry will result in 

something awesome later, but not yet. For now, 
God’s kingdom appears unimpressive—a weedy 
field, a tiny seed, a hidden yeast. Nevertheless, 
the true reign of God has come.

“All these things Jesus said to the crowds in 
parables” (v. 34). Even as the confusion and 
opposition of people fulfilled prophecy (Is. 
6:9–10, quoted in vv. 14–15), so also does Jesus’ 
response in parables: “I will open my mouth in 
parables; I will utter what has been hidden since 
the foundation of the world” (v. 35, quoting Ps. 
78:2). Once again, by means of a fulfillment 
citation, Matthew declares that Christ’s purpose 
is rooted in the Old Testament and brings its 
promises to pass.

T H E PA R A B LE OF T H E 
W EEDS EX PL A I N ED 
Matthew 13:36–43
In verse 36, the scene shifts: “Then he left the 
crowds and went into the house.”

The uncomprehending crowds are left behind and 
the disciples are His audience. They do not stand 
aloof. They are following with trusting hearts 
but wobbly comprehension: “Explain to us the 
parable of the weeds” (v. 36).

Point-by-point Jesus identifies each ingredient in 
the parable. He Himself is the master who sowed 
good seed (v. 37). “The field is the world, and the 
good seed is the sons of the kingdom. The weeds 
are the sons of the evil one, and the enemy 
who sowed them is the devil. The harvest is the 
end of the age, and the reapers are angels” (vv. 
38–39). Harvest is a standard figure of Judgment 
Day (see Jer. 51:33; Hos. 6:11; Rev. 14:14–16), 
the day when God will set everything right again. 
Jesus gives generous detail about the role of 
those angels and the fate of the wicked. The 
“righteous,” on the other hand, “will shine like 
the sun” (Matt. 13:43, cf. Dan. 12:3).
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The first lesson in the parable is a sobering 
one. The weeds and wheat grow side by side. 
Indeed, the verb for “sowed” literally means 
to “sow on top of,” with the result that weeds 
are set “among the wheat” (Matt. 13:25) and 
their roots are intertwined (v. 29).

The world Jesus’ disciples knew was a Jewish 
world in which all (including those hostile 
Pharisees and those greedy tax collectors) 
were part of the same visible community. While 
the field is explained as “the world” (v. 38), it is 
obvious that the visible church too is a “mixed 
bag” of people, whether newcomers, pillars, 
delinquents, or hypocrites. Some interpreters 
conclude we are being warned against church 
discipline that might REMOVE someone from 
the fellowship. That cannot be the case in 
light of Matthew 18:15–17 and 1 Corinthians 
5:9–13. Even in those passages, however, the 
real goal is to restore and not simply remove 
the sinner (Matt. 18:15: “Gained your brother”). 
Church discipline is appropriate, but care and 
caution are clearly being urged on us. Motives 
are harder to read than outward behavior.

The second lesson is an encouraging one. 
Earlier, Jesus told the crowds of the master’s 
present inaction with a focus on the present. 
Here with His disciples He skips ahead to 
describe the harvest, telling the disciples about 
the future. The day will come, He assures them. 
Take the long view and don’t lose heart! Things 
will be set right in the end. We who live in a 
corrupt and violent world where it often seems 
no one is held accountable find this message 
most heartening.

T H E SECON D T R I A D OF PA R A B LES 
Matthew 13:44–50
Jesus now shares a second triad of parables 
with His disciples—the hidden treasure; the 
pearl of great price; and the net. The first two 
say the same thing with differing images: 
something valuable is purchased for a large 
sum. In each, someone sells “all that he has” 
to acquire that valued object.

For most of Christian history, interpreters 
have asserted that Christ and His Kingdom 
are the valued objects. The disciple is the 
merchant whose goal is to lay hold on Christ 
as the “priceless treasure” (as the great hymn 
describes Him) or the pearl of great price and 
be willing to “sell everything”—make any 
sacrifice to be a part of that Kingdom. There 
is certainly worthwhile truth in that depiction. 
Discipleship has a great cost and yields a 
great treasure, but is that the meaning of 
these two parables?

In the other kingdom parables in Matthew, it is 
not the action of the DISCIPLE, but the action of 
JESUS that is at the heart of things. He is the 
sower of the seed in the field; he is the woman 
hiding leaven in the dough; he is the master who 
forgives the debt of the servant (18:23–35); and 
he is the owner who hired the workers in the 
vineyard (20:1–16). The list could be expanded. 
In these two parables about a treasure and 
a pearl, a lone figure gives up everything to 
purchase something valuable. Gibbs argues 
convincingly that Jesus is that man, the 
merchant who gave up “all that he had” (the 
very act He says He will undertake in 20:28). If 
so, you see, WE would be the “treasure” (14:33), 
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the “pearl of great value” (v. 46) that He so valued 
that He gave His very life. That in and of itself is a 
Gospel surprise to many of us who are not used to 
thinking we are of such value to Him. He takes joy 
in doing this for us (cf. Heb. 12:2). What a savior!

The final parable of this triad, which employs 
a dragnet (Matt. 13:47–50), speaks the same 
message as the previous parable about the 
weeds (vv. 24–29). The focus is on the close of 
the age and the final vindication that awaits the 
disciples. With that encouragement, the parable 
makes clear that there is work to be done right 
now. “I will make you fishers of men,” Jesus 
told them (4:18–22). So be about the work, and 
do not worry that some of those gathered are 
unworthy. The angels will sort things out on the 
last day.

R ESP O NSE TO T H E PA R A B LES 
Matthew 13:51–58

Sometimes as we return from worship or Bible 
class, we ask one another, “What did you think 
of the sermon?” “What did you get from the 
class?” In like manner Jesus asks the disciples, 
“Have you understood all these things?” (v. 51). 
Although sometimes they don’t have a clue (John 
10:6), here they answer, “Yes” (v. 51). God has 
begun to open up their understanding, even if it 
is rudimentary.

Jesus encourages them with still another 
parable: “Every scribe who has been trained 
for the kingdom of heaven is like a master of a 
house, who brings out of his treasure what is 
new and what is old” (Matt. 13:52). In Judaism, 
scribes were students of the Law who studied, 
transcribed, and taught others. Here and in 
23:34, Jesus speaks in a positive way of His 
disciples as the true scribes, trained in the ways 
of the Kingdom and capable of teaching. They 
bring treasures out from the “old” (that is, the 
Old Testament Scriptures) and the “new” (that 
is, the new revelation Jesus is bringing) (13:52). 
Matthew, we have observed, is very keen on 
stressing the Old Testament as fulfilled in Jesus’ 
ministry. At the close of Matthew, Jesus formally 
commissions them to disciple “all nations” with 
their teaching (28:19–20).

While the disciples express understanding, the 
crowds in Galilee do not. Back home in Nazareth, 
Jesus one last time teaches in their synagogue 
(13:54). The result is that they are “astonished” 
(v. 54). That reaction is not a compliment, as 
the context shows. They blurt out a string of 
disdainful questions, all of which are variations 
of the theme that “familiarity breeds contempt.” 
Just who does He think He is?

Matthew’s readers already know. Jesus has 
earlier said to the crowds that He is “greater than 
Jonah” and “greater than Solomon” (12:41–42), 
but they clearly don’t accept it. Jesus has, very 
recently, told the crowds that He is not “the 
carpenter’s son,” and that earthly relatives have 
no special connection to Him—that His true 
family are those who do “the will of my Father in 
heaven” (12:50). The crowds don’t understand, 
but Matthew hopes that those who read his 
Gospel will have “ears to hear” and hearts to see 
Him ever more clearly.

The crowds don’t understand, but 
Matthew hopes that those who read 

his Gospel will have “ears to hear” and 
hearts to see Him ever more clearly.
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PER SONA L A PPLIC AT ION

Gracious God, ever since John the Baptist, your kingdom has suffered violence. Give me a 
willingness to endure whatever may come because of my faith. As I study Your Word, let me 

hear Jesus say to me, “Take heart; it is I. Don’t be afraid.” In His name I ask it. Amen.

For Review
1. After this lesson, how would YOU define “parable”?

2. Select one of the parables in chapter 13 and share a new insight you gained. Which of these parables 
speaks most directly to your own situation?

Matthew 14:1–12
3. What can you discover on the Internet (or from footnotes or a Bible dictionary) about Herod Antipas and 

Herodias?

4. Herod murdered John because he feared what others might think. In what area of life are your actions 
governed by such fears?

Matthew 14:13–21
5. What prompted Jesus’ withdrawal to a “desolate place by himself” (v. 13)?

6. Feeding a large throng when there are few resources is a familiar story in the Old Testament. Read two of 
those accounts (Ex. 16:1–15; 2 Kings 4:42–44) and list connections you see.

7. Describe the training Jesus gives the disciples in this incident.

8. Have you ever had an experience of the Lord stretching your resources beyond what you thought possible?

Matthew 14:22–36
9. Can you guess reasons why Jesus might have wanted to pray alone (v. 23)? Does John 6:12–15 shed any 

light on this?

10. When is the fourth watch? Check footnotes or the Internet.
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11. Peter makes an impulsive and risky request. When it comes to taking risks, how would you describe yourself?

 a) I’m quick to step out of my boat. c) I’m scared to death.

 b) I test the waters first. d) I procrastinate.

 What, if anything, does your answer have to do with your faith?

12. What do you think prompted the disciples to worship Jesus and confess Him as “the Son of God”?

Matthew 15:1–20
13. What two sources of authority are in view in vv. 2–3? Which is the “major”? Which is the “minor”?

14. As additional background for the question Jesus discusses, read Exodus 20:12 and Mark 7:11–13. (Note: 
“Corban” is money dedicated to God, not to be used for any other purpose.) How does their obedience of a 
“minor” tradition lead to disobedience of the “major” commandment?

15. Jesus again cites Isaiah in Matthew 15:8–9. What’s the source of Jesus’ quote? How would you summarize 
its message to His opponents?

16. In vv. 10–20 what “minor” acts have the Pharisees made into a “major” concern? In the process, what 
“major” issue have they lost sight of?

17. What’s the connection between v. 19 and what Jesus taught earlier in 5:28?

18. For personal reflection: reread v. 19 and take inventory of your own heart (the Bible’s way of speaking 
of the human will). What’s your heart producing these days? What would you seek from Jesus, the heart 
specialist?

MEMORY VERSE
Matthew 15:8 “This people honors me with their lips, but their heart is far from me.” OR
Matthew 15:11 “It is not what goes into the mouth that defiles a person, but what comes out of the mouth; this 

defiles a person.”

M A T T H E W  1 4 : 1  –  1 5 : 2 0

LWBS86

11



FEARFUL HEROD MURDERS JOHN – MATTHEW 14:1–12 88

FEEDING THE F IVE  THOUSAND – MATTHEW 14:13–21 88

DOUBT AND DRAMA ON LAKE GAL ILEE  
MATTHEW 14:22–36 89

MAJORS;  NOT MINORS!  –  MATTHEW 15:1–9 91

JESUS TEACHES ABOUT REAL DEF ILEMENT  
MATTHEW 15:10–20 92

PERSONAL APPL ICAT ION 93

A T I ME OF U NCERTA I N T Y A N D R ESISTA NCE
Matthew 14 opens with, “At that time” (v. 1). As Jesus’ ministry 
continues in Galilee, what is that time like? Opposition to Jesus and 
His message is escalating. The cities of Galilee have complained 
like petulant children about both John and Jesus (11:16–19). Local 
Pharisees have reacted to Jesus’ claim to be “Lord of the Sabbath” 
and “greater than the temple,” and decided to get rid of Him (12:1–
14). When Jesus casts out demons, His power is attributed to Satan, 
prompting Jesus to warn those who revile the Holy Spirit’s work that 
they court damnation (12:15–45). It is a time of uncertainty by many 
and resistance by a small but growing number of opponents.

In response, Jesus has changed His approach. He has begun to teach 
in parables, thereby acknowledging that the crowds remain in the dark 
about His identity and continue misunderstand His message. His stories 
both conceal and reveal the mysteries of God’s reign being carried out 
in unexpected ways (13:1–52). As chapter 14 opens, the resistance 
grows violent.

The heart of the matter is “the 
heart,” the human heart! True 

religion must deal with the nature of 
man, not mere externals.

Matthew
c o m p a s s i o n  a n d  c o n T r o v e r s y
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FE A R FU L H EROD MU R DER S J OH N 
Matthew 14:1–12
“At that time Herod the tetrarch heard about the 
fame of Jesus” (v. 1). Herod the tetrarch, also 
known as Herod Antipas, was a son of Herod the 
Great. Before he died, Herod the Great divided 
his territory into three parts and willed them to 
his sons Archelaus, Philip, and Antipas. Antipas 
became the tetrarch of Galilee and Perea.

Herod Antipas was a debauched man whose love 
life played out like a soap opera. He married 
the daughter of King Aretas (mentioned in 2 Cor. 
11:32), but divorced her and seduced Herodias, 
who was married to Herod Philip, the half brother 
of Antipas. It was a disgusting arrangement, which 
John the Baptist had publicly condemned. Herod’s 
response was to arrest and imprison John.

Wicked but weak, Herod lived in considerable 
fear. As the chapter begins, he is fearful that John 
has been raised to life and returned, armed with 
miraculous powers. Earlier he had feared John’s 
repeated rebukes for his “unlawful” marriage to 
Herodias (Matt. 14:4). He hesitated to execute 
John because he feared the people, who regarded 
John as a prophet. Now, in this flashback scene, 
he proceeds with the execution because he fears 
looking like a fool in front of his guests.

At Herod’s birthday party, Herodias’ daughter 
(named Salome, says historian Josephus) “danced 
before the company and pleased Herod” (v. 6). 
Salome was not a grown woman, as movies have 
pictured her. Matthew identifies her as a “girl” 
(Greek, korasioo), the same word used to designate 
the ruler’s 12-year-old daughter Jesus raised from 
the dead (9:24–25; and note Mark 5:42). Floyd 
Filson supposes that the dance was “immodest 
and provocative” and that Herod and his guests 
were drunk, which, if true, only highlights the 
depravity of this episode.

In a careless moment, Herod made a grandiose 
and foolish promise to give the girl “whatever she 
might ask” (Matt. 14:7). Herodias, who hated John 
because he had rebuked them, put the request 
in Salome’s ear: “Give me the head of John the 
Baptist here on a platter” (v. 8). Trapped by his 
folly and fearful of what his guests would say if he 
declined, he reluctantly consented, and the deed 
was done.

As we read this sorry scene, we might ask why 
God allowed the greatest man ever born (11:11) 
to be murdered as a result of a seductive dance 
by an adolescent, the rash promise of a pathetic 
king, and the hateful conniving of his wife. “These 
questions,” says Gibbs, “cannot be answered in 
a way that satisfies human reason . . . The only 
‘answer’ to be given will be the sign of Jonah 
(12:38–40).” For now, God has chosen to manifest 
His reign to an “evil and adulterous generation” in 
ways that are weak and suffer violence. For now.

FEEDI NG T H E FI V E T HO USA N D 
Matthew 14:13–21
“Now when Jesus heard this, he withdrew from 
there in a boat to a desolate place by himself” (v. 
13). Jesus was reacting to the report of all this 
from John’s disciples, who told him of John’s 
murder, and very likely informed Him that He was 
now officially on Herod’s radar. Would Jesus suffer 
John’s fate?

Jesus withdrew, possibly needing to pray and 
be emotionally fortified. He wound up on the 
northeast shore of the lake near the town of 
Bethsaida (Luke 9:10). This area was governed 
by the tetrarch, Philip, and would provide some 
immunity from Herod Antipas, but there was no 
escaping the Galilean crowds, who “followed him 
on foot from the towns” (Matt. 14:13) and met 
Him as He disembarked. There was to be no lying 
low—no hiding out in disguise (as Luther did at 
the Wartburg).
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Matthew tells us that Jesus was moved by a 
continuing “compassion” for the crowds (v. 14). 
We are not given many glimpses into Jesus’ 
inner life, but this word, which literally signifies 
that one’s guts are churned, is used five times 
in Matthew (see also 9:36; 15:32; 18:27; 
20:34). The human condition MOVED Him! That 
compassion energized Him to heal their sick for 
long hours that day.

As the afternoon wore away, the disciples 
apprised Him of a new concern. The people 
were hungry; the place was desolate. “Send 
the crowds away to go into the villages and buy 
food” (v. 15), they urged. It was an eminently 
sensible suggestion, but Jesus made a surprising 
response: “They need not go away; you give them 
something to eat” (v. 16). YOU feed them? We 
can almost see their eyebrows lift in puzzlement 
and hear the skepticism in their voices as they 
explain, “We have only five loaves here and two 
fish” (v. 17).

This story is one of the few that all four 
evangelists tell, each supplying different details 
(Mark notes the green grass; Luke locates it 
somewhere near Bethsaida; and John reports that 
the food supplies were from a small boy’s meal). 
Evidently, the story had a profound effect on all 
who heard it. It clearly signified the wondrous 
provision of God.

Feeding a large throng with little available 
resource is a familiar story in the Old Testament. 
In Exodus 16:1–15, the hungry host of Israelites 
is fed with manna, the “bread from heaven” God 
rained on them daily and miraculously. In 2 Kings 
4:42–44, a story with similarities to the feeding 
of the 5,000 here in Matthew occurs. During a 
time of famine, Elisha and one hundred “sons of 
the prophets” were sustained by gifts from local 
supporters. One day a man brought 20 loaves of 
barley bread and some grain. Elisha instructed 

him to feed the throng and promised there would 
be leftovers. There were. In all these stories there 
is an anticipation of that wondrous end-time 
meal God will set before the saved (Is. 25:6; Matt. 
8:11).

Watch God’s bounty unfold there by the lake. 
First, Matthew says that “all ate” (14:20). 
Immediately he adds that they not only ate, but 
that they “were satisfied” (v. 20). What’s more, 
there was so much that “baskets” (v. 20) of 
leftovers were gathered—twelve of them, filled 
full! “Messiah’s supply is so lavish,” observes 
Carson, “that even the scraps of his provision are 
enough to supply the needs of Israel, represented 
by the twelve [baskets].”

Jesus was teaching that God cares for the whole 
person—body and spirit. This story speaks to 
all of us who, at times, simply wish people and 
their problems would go away! He was training 
His disciples to participate in His compassionate 
care and to trust His ability to provide. “You give 
them something to eat!” The directive still echoes 
in our ears. Christians still man soup kitchens 
and food pantries, rebuild homes, and clean up 
storm-devastated neighborhoods. They respond 
in amazing ways to help those stricken and 
sorrowful. In such ways the compassionate care 
of Jesus’ ministry continues also today.

D O U BT A N D DR A M A 
ON L A K E G A LI LEE 
Matthew 14:22–36
The disciples were learning about their Jesus, 
their master. In the feeding of the 5,000, they 
saw that He, like Yahweh in the wilderness, 
could supply His people’s need. They began 
to see themselves as partners in His mission, 
but this remarkable day was to bring another 
lesson. The incident that now unfolds doesn’t just 
happen. Jesus, it appears, deliberately sets up an 
encounter with His disciples to further reveal His 
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identity and invite their faith. The drama unfolds 
on Lake Galilee.

After dismissing the crowd, Jesus sent the 
disciples on: “Immediately he made the disciples 
get into the boat” (v. 22). The Greek verb is very 
strong, says Carson, and might be translated as 
“compelled.” Jesus Himself remained behind 
to pray alone (v. 23), possibly because the 
crowd, so miraculously fed, had wanted to make 
him king forcibly (John 6:15)! It was akin to 
the temptation offered by the devil, who had 
proposed ways to be the Son of God that were 
not God’s intended way.

What now transpires on the lake is a drama in 
three acts. The first act begins as the disciples 
set out in the boat. “When evening came,” Jesus 
was “there alone” (Matt. 14:23). The Greek word 
for “evening” is a flexible word that can refer to 
any time from midafternoon (as with “crowd” in 
v. 15) to after sunset as here. The sky had grown 
dark, the wind had risen, and the disciples were 
laboring in their boat “beaten by the waves” (v. 
24). “In the fourth watch of the night he came to 
them, walking on the sea” (v. 25). Jews divided 
the night into three watches, Romans into four. 
Matthew uses the Roman designation to set the 
scene in the wee hours from 3–6 a.m.

The exhausted disciples struggle on for hours. 
Imagine their utter surprise when they see 
someone walking on the water! They cry out 
in genuine terror, “It is a ghost!” (v. 26). It 
is not windy weather that frightens them; it 
is this phantasm that they do not recognize. 
“Immediately” comes His simple, comforting 
word: “Take heart; it is I. Do not be afraid.” The 
Greek words translated “it is I” are ego eimi, the 
same words used repeatedly in John’s Gospel to 
identify Jesus as Yahweh Himself (“I Am”). Jesus 
signals that He is no ghost in words that echo 

Yahweh’s own speech. The words are a signal, 
says Mounce, that “the living God is present.”

Act two portrays Peter’s involvement. Jesus’ 
word of comfort should be enough for them, but 
it isn’t! Matthew alone records the response of 
Peter: “Lord, if it is you, command me to come 
to you on the water” (v. 28). It the first of three 
stories that show Peter rising to prominence. 
In 16:13–23, Peter makes his great confession 
at Caesarea Philippi. In 17:24–27, Jesus 
discusses the temple tax with him. Here Peter 
speaks up, perhaps for all of them, asking if 
it REALLY is Jesus. Some hear these words as 
the bold request of faith, but it is more likely 
an indication that Peter doubts what he has 
just heard: “If it is you?” Again, Jesus responds 
simply, directly: “Come” (14:29). What will it take 
for Peter to believe that this is Jesus? Will this 
do it?

He steps out of the boat onto the water and 
begins to do just what Jesus did. Jesus walked 
on water and came to them. Now Peter walks 
on water and comes to Him, but he falters: 
“When he saw the wind, he was afraid” (v. 30). 
For a second time, his faith fails and he cries 
out, “Lord, save me” (v. 30). In sharp contrast 
to Peter’s weakness and doubt is Jesus’ patient 
grace. “Immediately” (v. 31) Jesus reached out 
to him and took hold. There comes a gentle 
rebuke: “O you of little faith, why did you 
doubt?” (v. 31).

Act three happens back inside the boat. Jesus 
and Peter climb in and the wind ceases (cf. 
8:26). The disciples, in chorus, “worshiped him, 
saying, ‘Truly you are the Son of God’” (v. 33). 
It is the first time they have worshiped and the 
first time they have used this title, even though 
God has so named him at the Baptism (3:17) 
and the devil has acknowledged Him in the 
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temptations. What began as a shout of fear about a ghost has become a confession 
of faith. That confession, and not the ceasing of the wind, is the real climax of the 
story. Here and elsewhere in Matthew, the issue is always, will people recognize 
who Jesus is and respond appropriately?

This story still speaks to us when we wonder if He will save us when we call on 
Him. What if we fail to believe his promises? What if we too are “little-faithers”? 
What if we sink? The compassion of Jesus, we see clearly, is graciously extended to 
us and to all who, in moments of weakness and fear, cry out, “Lord, save me.”

M A J OR S; NOT MI NOR S ! 
Matthew 15:1–9
Matthew’s narrative moves from compassionate ministry to sharp confrontation. 
Chapter 15 begins with a controversy that sheds light on Jesus’ understanding 
of the Law, a matter of paramount importance to Jews. His opponents are heavy 
hitters who have traveled all the way from Jerusalem to Galilee to criticize the 
disciples for not washing their hands in a ritual way before they eat! The charge 
is that they are ritually unclean. This seemingly minor matter had become a major 
concern in Jewish oral tradition.

To be fair, we must not demonize the Pharisees. The Jews in Old Testament times 
drifted far from God. They regularly broke His Law. The Pharisees were trying to 
restore the holiness of the nation, but there was no actual regulation in the Law 
about ordinary Jews washing in this way. There was only a directive to priests 
in Exodus 30:17–21 requiring them to wash before making food offerings at the 
temple. The Pharisees, it appears, sought to expand that directive to all Jews in 
everyday life.

Jesus replies immediately, almost brutally. He deftly sidesteps their concern 
over the “tradition of the elders” (Matt. 15:2) and relocates the issue at the heart 
of things, “the commandment of God” (v. 3). Instead of settling for a response, 
He counterattacks: “Why do you break the commandment of God for the sake 
of your tradition?” (v. 3). Two sources of authority are in play here, one minor 
(the oral tradition) and one major (the commandments of God). Jesus’ question 
aims at showing them not only that their tradition actually conflicts with the 
commandments of God but leads them into sin!
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His example is the tradition of dedicating 
a portion of one’s money to God (called 
“Corban” in Mark 7:11–13) and not allowing 
it to be used to support one’s needy parents. 
This is no minor matter, but a major one: 
“Honor your father and your mother” (the 
fourth commandment in Ex. 20:12). “So for 
the sake of your tradition, you have made void 
the word of God” (Matt. 15:6). They have lost 
sight of one of the most basic duties enjoined 
on us by God: honor for one’s parents. For the 
first time He hurls the charge that they are 
“hypocrites” and cites Isaiah 29:13 against 
them. Their worship has degenerated into lip 
service, and “commandments of men” have 
become “doctrines” (Matt. 15:8–9). It is a 
stunning indictment.

JESUS T E ACH ES A B O U T 
R E A L DEFI LE MEN T 
Matthew 15:10–20
The controversy is a teachable moment. 
Jesus turns away from the Pharisees and 
calls the people to him. In a simple way, 
He summarizes the difference between the 
Pharisees’ teaching and His own: “It is not 
what goes into the mouth that defiles a 
person, but what comes out of the mouth” 
(v. 11).

The disciples are still reeling from Jesus’ 
rebuke of the Pharisees, and they worry 
that trouble will come from it: “Do you know 
that the Pharisees were offended when they 
heard this saying?” (v. 12). Jesus’ reply to 
the disciples is as severe as His dismissal of 
the Pharisees: “They are blind guides. And if 
the blind lead the blind, both will fall into a 
pit” (v. 14). The Pharisees style themselves as 
“guide[s] to the blind” (see Rom. 2:19) whose 
superior knowledge enlightens the ignorant, 

but they are blind themselves. “Let them 
alone,” Jesus advises (Matt. 15:14).

Speaking for the others, Peter takes 
the discussion a step further: “Explain 
the parable to us” (v. 15). With a hint of 
exasperation that His disciples are so dull 
that they still don’t understand, Jesus 
returns to his summary statement in v. 11: 
“It is not what goes into the mouth . . . but 
what comes out of the mouth; this defiles a 
person.” We can imagine the disciples staring 
openmouthed, waiting.

The Pharisees have it backwards, Jesus 
explains. Their focus on unclean foods and 
unclean hands misses the real point of the 
Law. The heart of the matter is the heart—
the human heart! True religion must deal with 
the nature of man, not mere externals. The 
issue is not what you are eating, but where 
your heart is. What really matters to you? 
In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus focuses 
on the state of the human heart: “For where 
your treasure is, there will your heart be 
also” (6:21). He teaches that sin originates 
in one’s heart (5:28), which then produces 
the outward act. Now He repeats the lesson 
forcefully: “For out of the heart come evil 
thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual immorality, 
theft, false witness, slander. These are what 
defile a person” (15:19–20).

Jesus rejects the Pharisees and scribes 
as authentic interpreters of Scripture. He 
assigns that role finally and fully to Himself 
(Carson). The conflict between Jesus and the 
religious leaders will grow fiercer over time 
and ultimately bring Him to the cross.
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PER SONA L A PPLIC AT ION

Lord Jesus, I ask you for a greater faith, a growing faith. Feed it with Your 
Word about the Canaanite woman who trusted You to help, and Peter who 

made a bold confession. I ask it for my good and Your glory. Amen.

For Review
1. Summarize what you think the disciples learned from the feeding of the 5,000.

2. In the controversy over the washing of hands, what does Jesus teach about the heart of God’s Law?

Matthew 15:21–28
3. Where is “the district of Tyre and Sidon”? Who meets Jesus there?

4. The disciples say, “Send her away.” Are there certain groups of people you would rather dismiss than help?

5. What are the three distinct responses Jesus makes to this woman?

6. Who are the “children”? Who are the “dogs”?

Matthew 15:29–39
7. This section narrates a second miraculous feeding of a multitude. What did Jesus do before each feeding 

(cf. 15:30–31 with 14:14)? What word characterized His attitude in each story (cf. 15:32 with 14:14)? What 
are the differences between the two stories?

8. What is surprising (and disappointing) about the reaction of the disciples in v. 33, especially after their 
previous experience (14:13–21)?

9. Matthew’s narration about this feeding anticipates the institution of the Lord’s Supper. Compare 15:36–37 
with 26:26–27 and list the verbal parallels.
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Matthew 16:1–12
10. This section seems to be yet another instant replay of an earlier encounter (see 12:38–42). Who made the 

demand for a sign in chapter 12? Who makes it here?

11. Why do you suppose Jesus chooses to call this generation “adulterous” rather than “disloyal” or 
“unbelieving”? Who is the adulterous spouse? Who is the spouse that has been deserted (note Hos. 1:2; 
2:2)?

12. The attempt by Jesus to instruct the disciples in Matthew 15:5–12 is both humorous and pathetic. What is 
the lesson of the leaven? The lesson in the two feedings?

13. Can you think of a lesson God has been trying to teach you that you have been slow to learn?

Matthew 16:13–20
14. Repeatedly at issue in Matthew is Jesus’ identity. Jesus asks directly what “people” say. What have the 

disciples heard from people? What do you think is behind these answers?

15. Who speaks for the disciples? What is his answer to the question? How did he discover what he confessed 
(v. 17)?

16. Who or what is the “rock” in v. 18?

17. What authority is symbolized by “the keys”? What do they “bind” and “loose” (cf. 18:15–18)?

18. In your own life, when and how did you begin to understand who Jesus is for you?

MEMORY VERSE
Matthew 16:4 “An evil and adulterous generation seeks for a sign, but no sign will be given to it except the 

sign of Jonah.” OR
Matthew 16:19 “I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth will be bound 

in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.”
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A SECOND MIRACULOUS FEEDING – MATTHEW 15:29–39 97

ANOTHER ENCOUNTER AND ITS LESSONS – MATTHEW 16:1–12 98

SECOND PORTRAIT: PETER’S CONFESSION  
MATTHEW 16:13–16 99

JESUS RESPONDS WITH THREE PROMISES  
MATTHEW 16:17–20 100

PERSONAL APPL ICAT ION 102

W H AT D OES FA I T H LO OK LI K E ?
Two issues repeatedly paired in Matthew are the identity of Jesus and 
the responses people make. The response Jesus seeks above all is faith. 
Faith moved the paralytic’s friends to bring him to Jesus and secure that 
man’s healing (Matt. 9:2). Faith enabled the woman with the hemorrhage 
to be healed with a trusting touch (9:22). Conversely, it was the lack of 
faith of the people in His hometown of Nazareth that hindered Him from 
accomplishing anything there (13:58). Jesus drew attention to the faith 
of a Roman centurion as something He had found “with no one in Israel” 
(8:10), but He rebuked Peter as a “little-faither” from whom He expected 
more (14:31).

What is faith? Instead of a theological definition, Matthew supplies 
portraits of faith that teach us. This lesson brings us not one, but two 
such portraits. One shows us how faith persistently trusts and expects 
good things from Jesus, the bringer of God’s gracious reign. The other 
shows what faith confesses about Jesus Himself. If faith is “more caught 
than taught,” as the old saying goes, we will do well to look closely at 
these portraits. May God help us to respond as they did!

FI R ST P ORT R A I T: A C A NA A N I T E WOM A N 
Matthew 15:21–28
For a fourth time in the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus “withdrew” (v. 21, 
see also 4:12; 12:15; 14:13). Placing Himself beyond the reach of the 
hostile religious leaders and Herod Antipas, He and the disciples made 
their way “to the district of Tyre and Sidon” (15:21), 50 miles northwest 

The response Jesus seeks above all is faith.

Matthew
T w o  p o r T r a i T s  o F  F a i T h
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of the Sea of Galilee. This was Gentile 
territory outside Israel, a place where He 
might take a kind of sabbatical from the 
crowds that had followed Him so doggedly. 
He acted “to forestall premature attacks 
on himself until the appointed hour . . . in 
Jerusalem” (Gibbs).

No crowds followed, but only a lone 
Gentile woman crying out for His mercy 
to heal her demon-possessed daughter 
(v. 22). “Behold,” says Matthew. Just look 
at her! Hers is the first portrait Matthew 
holds before us, and it deserves our 
careful attention. Why? First, because she 
was a Canaanite, an outsider with no claim 
on the mercy of God; second, because 
even though she was an outsider, she 
knew who Jesus was, calling Him both 
“Lord” (what true disciples called Him) 
and “Son of David” (v. 22; see 1:1), a title 
pregnant with messianic overtones. The 
Jewish crowds did not yet understand who 
Jesus was, but she did!

That knowledge drove her to approach Him 
boldly, persistently. The Greek verb tells us 
she “kept on crying” so continuously that 
the disciples finally begged Jesus to “send 
her away” (15:23) (as one might want to 
shush a crying baby in church during the 
sermon). However, “He did not answer 
her a word” (v. 23). He explained to the 
disciples, “I was sent only to the lost 
sheep of the house of Israel” (v. 24). Does 
this woman think she can get a share of 
what, in God’s economy, belongs to Israel?

Yes, that’s exactly what she hoped! A 
second time she addressed Him, now on 

her knees, “Lord, help me” (v. 25). This 
time Jesus spoke directly to her in a way 
that startles us: “It is not right to take 
the children’s bread and throw it to the 
dogs” (v. 26). Though some Israelites kept 
dogs as pets, the word “dog” was often 
used disparagingly (Ex. 22:31; 1 Sam. 
24:14; 2 Sam. 16:9) of people regarded 
as low or unworthy. Here “the children” 
are the Israelites, and “the dogs” are the 
Gentiles. Jesus was not name-calling but 
speaking proverbially that the Israelites 
came first in God’s plan. He challenged 
her, asking in effect, “Are you fully aware 
that I am Israel’s Messiah and that you 
are a Gentile?”

A third time she speaks with a deft reply 
that springs from a faith both humble and 
strong: “Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat 
the crumbs that fall from their masters’ 
table” (v. 27). Hear her! “Yes, you are 
Israel’s Messiah! I do not speak against 
God’s plan. The bread belongs to the 
children. But the bread of the Messiah is so 
abundant that some will fall on the floor! 
That’s all I ask. I need nothing more.”

Jesus heard faith talking—the response 
He sought all along. Now we see His 
purpose in testing her as He did. And we 
see faith receive the mercy it seeks, as 
it always does: “O woman, great is your 
faith! Be it done for you as you desire” (v. 
28). The woman’s daughter was healed 
“instantly” (v. 28), and we tremble with 
the realization that such things come also 
to us and to all who have trusted Him. By 
God’s grace, we are looking at a portrait 
of ourselves.
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A SECON D MI R ACU LO US FEEDI NG 
Matthew 15:29–39
“Jesus went on from there and walked beside the Sea of Galilee” (v. 29). This 
section narrates a second miraculous feeding of a multitude that is almost an instant 
replay of the first (14:13–21). The parallels are striking. Each meal is preceded by 
His healing ministry (cf. 15:30–31 with 14:14). Each is energized by His compassion 
(cf. 15:32 with 14:14). The same sequence of Jesus taking the loaves, giving thanks, 
breaking, and giving to the disciples to distribute is repeated. This “four-fold action” 
in fact was repeated at the Last Supper (26:26–27) and literally became the outline 
of the Church’s Eucharistic liturgy! Finally, in both instances, “all ate and were 
satisfied” (15:37 and 14:20). So similar are the stories that some writers think it’s 
really the same story told twice.

But there are multiple differences. This crowd is slightly smaller. They start with a 
few more loaves. They end with a different number (7 here; 12 earlier) of baskets of 
“broken pieces” (15:37). Even the Greek words for the containers differ, but those 
are minor details. The most striking difference is how the second story underlines 
the cluelessness of the disciples. Have they learned nothing from the first miracle? 
Earlier they had asked Jesus to send the crowds away to buy food. Here, however, 
Jesus takes the initiative, alerting them that He does NOT want to send the crowds 
away (v. 32). But instead of saying, “Hey, we’ve been through this before—Jesus can 
handle it,” they ask, “Where are we to get enough bread in such a desolate place to 
feed so great a crowd?” (v. 33). It is surprising and disappointing that they seem to 
have learned nothing.

The disciples’ minimal faith stands in contrast to the stubborn certainty of the 
Canaanite woman. Lest we be too critical of those slow-learning disciples, we must 
pause to ask, “How well have we learned to trust God’s provision?” “How well do we 
retain the lessons God has tried to teach us?”
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A NOT H ER ENCO U N T ER A N D I TS LESSONS 
Matthew 16:1–12
The Canaanite woman had faith; now we see its opposite. Chapter 16 brings yet another instant 
replay of an earlier encounter (see 12:38–42) with those who have no faith at all. There it was some 
local “scribes and Pharisees” (v. 38) demanding a sign; here He is approached by “the Pharisees and 
Sadducees” (16:1), an ominous coalition of two groups normally opposed to one another. They have 
joined to make common cause against Jesus. These Sadducees were almost surely dispatched all 
the way from Jerusalem, where they supervised the temple and its business. The only previous time 
these two groups have joined forces was in their appearance at the Jordan River to check out John 
the Baptist (3:7).

The presence of the Sadducees shows that opposition is intensifying. Further, Matthew adds, they 
came not out of curiosity but specifically “to test him” (16:1). The confrontation is more heated this 
time, with Jesus indicting them for their inability (unwillingness?) to see the manifestation of God’s 
kingdom, which is playing out before their eyes. Once again the opponents demand “a sign from 
heaven” (v. 1). In reply, Jesus mocks them with a play on the word “heaven” (translated “sky” in ESV 
and NIV). “When it is evening, you say, ‘It will be fair weather, for the [heaven] is red.’ And in the 
morning, ‘It will be stormy today, for the [heaven] is red and threatening.’ You know how to interpret 
the appearance of the [heaven], but you cannot interpret the signs of the times” (vv. 2–3). The signs 
they cannot read are the words and work of Jesus Himself, who is Himself “heaven’s” sign! He 
concluded, “An evil and adulterous generation seeks for a sign, but no sign will be given to it except 
the sign of Jonah,” and “left them and departed (v. 4).

Once again Jesus had called them an “evil and adulterous generation.” He was using the powerful 
imagery of the Old Testament (Ezek. 16:1–19; Hos. 1:2; 2:2) in which God described Himself as the 
husband who had taken the people of Israel as His wife. The idolatry of the people was as personally 
painful to God as adultery would be to the innocent and faithful spouse. Except for a single word, it 
was exactly what He had said in Matthew 12:39. The Sadducees will not appear again until Jesus 
comes to teach in the temple in Jerusalem (22:23).

In an ironic twist after the miraculous feeding, the disciples discovered that they themselves “had 
forgotten to bring any bread” (16:5) when they reached the other side of the lake. Seizing the 
moment, Jesus told them to be wary of “the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees” (v. 6) they had 
just encountered. But His attempt to teach them proved both humorous and pathetic, for their minds 
were on their bellies: “We brought no bread” (v. 7).

The idolatry of the people was as personally painful to God 
as adultery would be to the innocent and faithful spouse.
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One can almost see Jesus roll His eyes at His 
“little faithers” (v. 8). Why were they fixated on 
bread? In near exasperation, Jesus went on: 
“Do you not yet perceive? Do you not remember 
the five loaves for the 5,000 . . . or the seven 
loaves for the 4,000, and how many baskets you 
gathered? How is it that you fail to understand?” 
(vv. 9–11). I’M NOT TALKING ABOUT BREAD, but 
about the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees! 
In the Old Testament “leaven” was regularly 
excluded from the sacrificial ritual (Ex. 34:25). It 
came to be symbolic of the invasive, corrupting 
influence of evil.

Though the disciples here as elsewhere prove 
to be dim bulbs, the light finally dawns on them. 
Jesus does not mean ordinary leaven, but the 
pernicious teaching of the opponents, their 
opposition to Jesus and the kingdom. They don’t 
need to worry about having enough bread, do 
they? Hasn’t Jesus demonstrated His ability to 
provide all they need and more? The real issue is 
to take hold of Him by faith and beware of those 
who oppose Him.

SECON D P ORT R A I T: 
PET E R’S CON FESSION 
Matthew 16:13–16
The scene changes once more as Jesus and His 
disciples travel north again to Caesarea Philippi, 
25 miles north of the Sea of Galilee. This town 
is a place for running one’s religious flag up the 
pole. Centuries earlier the area had been a sacred 
place for the worship of Baal. Later the Greeks had 
turned it into a shrine of the god Pan. Recently the 
town had been rebuilt by the tetrarch, Philip, and 
dedicated to Caesar—hence its name—but today 
there would be a new flag raised!

Matthew presses forward with the twin themes of 
Jesus’ identity and people’s response. Jesus asks 
the disciples directly, “Who do people say that 
the Son of Man is?” (Matt. 16:13). The disciples 
chime in with what they’ve heard: “Some say 

John the Baptist” (v. 14) returned from the dead. 
Herod Antipas himself had embraced that notion 
(14:2). “Others say Elijah” (16:14), the great 
prophet predicted by Malachi as harbinger of the 
great Day of the Lord (Mal. 4:5). “Jeremiah” (Matt. 
16:14), someone else blurts out. Had it been 
because Jeremiah spoke strong words against the 
temple, earning bitter opposition (see Jer. 7:1–4)? 
Jesus, similarly, had set Himself against the 
temple’s modern-day stewards, the Sadducees, 
and earned their rising hostility. Matthew, 
interestingly, is the only evangelist to refer to 
Jeremiah and quote him directly (2:17–18; 27:9). 
“Or one of the prophets,” added another. Clearly 
Jesus was speaking memorable things with 
authority. No prophet had arisen since Malachi 
more than four hundred years earlier. “Yes, we 
have a prophet again!” many concluded.

But these were all short of the mark. Matthew’s 
readers already know who Jesus is. He is the 
Messiah (1:1, 16), “God with us” (1:23). Will 
anyone in Israel grasp the real significance of 
Jesus? What about the disciples? Jesus has 
been with them a considerable time and invested 
much in teaching them. With what result? So He 
redirects the question: “But who do you say that I 
am?” (16:15).

Peter now speaks up emphatically for them all. 
He is emerging as the spokesman, in spite of his 
flaws and frailties. It is he who now becomes the 
second portrait of faith in this lesson, a faith that 
sees who Jesus is and makes its bold confession: 
“You are the Christ, the Son of the living God” (v. 
16). The disciples had earlier confessed Him as 
“Son of God” (14:33), but this is the first time in 
the Gospel anyone says Jesus is “the Christ,” the 
Messiah the Jews had waited for so long.

Peter’s confession is a “crucial breakthrough,” 
observes R. T. France. It is the acknowledging 
of Jesus as more than a prophet. He is the “one 
climactic figure in whom God’s purpose is finally 
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being accomplished.” Jesus’ response underscores the importance of this confession: 
“Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my 
Father who is in heaven” (16:17, cf. 11:25). Peter in this moment becomes a living portrait 
of the Beatitudes (“Blessed are”), a picture of faith’s witness to Jesus Christ. Only God could 
have enabled Peter (or anyone) to see this truth and confess it. Faith confesses the Christ!

JESUS R ESP ON DS W I T H T H R EE PROMISES 
Matthew 16:17–20
Immediately Jesus makes three momentous promises to Peter (and all those who follow 
Jesus). Promise one: “You are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church” (16:18a). We 
must not miss the significance of each phrase. “You are Peter” perfectly parallels “you are 
the Christ” (v. 16). This may be the first time Jesus applied the name Peter to Simon Bar-
Jonah. It also appears to be the first time in ancient literature that Peter was ever used as a 
proper name (Gibbs).

What is that “rock” (v. 18) upon which Jesus will build His Church? Clearly Jesus is singling 
out Peter himself as a recipient of the first promise. “This rock” (Greek, petra) almost 
perfectly parallels “Peter” (Greek, Petros). Jesus did not say, “Upon this truth,” and nor did 
He use the more common Greek word for “rock” (lithos). Peter is in some sense that rock of 
which Jesus speaks. Does He mean that Peter will become the first leader and spokesman 
of the Church (as is apparent in Acts)? Does He mean that Peter is a Christological confessor 
speaking on behalf of the other apostles: “On this [rock-like confession] I will build my 
church” (v. 18)? Jesus likely does not mean that Peter is personally the foundation of the 
Church, for Paul writes in Ephesians 2:20 that the Church is “built on the foundation of the 
apostles and prophets”—plural. The most salutary words in this promise are “I will build” 
(Matt. 16:18). Peter need not build. We need not build. Jesus will do it!

Promise two: “The gates of hell shall not prevail against it” (v. 18b). Jesus does not soft-
pedal the truth to them. The Church, the assembly of believers, will undergo assault! “Gates 
of hell” is a phrase that means Satan will send his forces out of the very gates of hell, 
explains David Garland. As sure as there will be a constant assault, this promise assures us 
that our Lord is “by our side upon the plain” (as in the hymn “A Mighty Fortress is Our God”). 

Satan cannot overcome us. This promise braces us in the face of the 
troubles that beset so many Christian institutions in our time and the 

overt violence against believers in many countries.
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Satan cannot overcome us. This promise braces us in the face of the troubles that 
beset so many Christian institutions in our time and the overt violence against 
believers in many countries.

Finally comes promise three: “I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, 
and whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose 
on earth shall be loosed in heaven” (v. 19). Jesus here entrusts to Peter and the 
other apostles the authority to open or close access to God’s kingdom on earth, for 
that is the function of a key.

But what is this “binding” and “loosing”? The promise is made in response to 
Peter’s confession of Christ. That proclamation of the Good News about Jesus 
is itself a power that opens heaven to people. In chapter 18, as He directs the 
disciples on what to do with a sinning “brother” (v. 15), Jesus applies binding and 
loosing specifically to the retaining of sins for the impenitent and the forgiving of 
sins for the penitent (18:15–18). Luther labeled this authority as the Office of the 
Keys in his catechisms.

The Roman Catholic Church has understood this verse as indicative of the papal 
authority given to Peter alone, partly because the “you” in this verse is singular. 
The “keys of Peter” in fact are prominently displayed on many Vatican City postage 
stamps! But the “you” in Matthew 18 is plural, as is the “you” in the parallel 
directive in John 20:23. The keys are given not only to Peter, but also to all the 
apostles. We could even say that those keys are given to all believers, for all of us 
are commanded to “confess your sins to one another and pray for one another” 
(James 5:16)! What an encouraging promise this is, especially when we feel that 
our sins have closed the doors on us or others. There is hope and a way back as 
near to us as a fellow believer.

We have reached a climactic moment, a turning point in the Gospel. Jesus signals 
it to them: “Then he strictly charged the disciples to tell no one that he was the 
Christ” (Matt. 16:20). Before He is publicly proclaimed as the rightful king, He must 
teach the disciples what the Messiah has come to suffer. Now begins the road to 
the cross.
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PE R SONA L A PPLIC AT ION

Lord, as I read Your Word in this lesson, help me think seriously about what it means to follow 
You. Show me the cross You would have me carry. I ask it for Your name’s sake. Amen.

For Review
1. Summarize the two “faith portraits” in the last lesson. What did each portrait teach you about faith?

2. In this lesson, how were the disciples slow to catch on to what Jesus wanted to teach them? Are there any 
ways in which you’d say you are a slow learner in your own discipleship?

Matthew 16:21–28
3. How does v. 21 show that we have entered a new part of the Gospel story?

4. Jesus predicts His passion three times (16:21; 17:22–23; 20:18–19). Compare these three. List what’s the 
same in all three, and what is unique to each.

5. What do you think moved Peter to rebuke Jesus? What do you find surprising about Jesus’ response to him 
in v. 23?

6. What would it mean for you personally to deny yourself?

 a) Stop talking so much and start listening seriously to others.

 b) Break free of my schedule and be more available to God.

 c) Turn my financial resources over to the Lord’s use daily.

 d) Find a trusted listener and ask help with something I obsess about.

Matthew 17:1–13
7. What else in Matthew occurred on a mountain? How did mountains play into the stories of both Moses (see 

Ex. 3 and Deut. 34) and Elijah (1 Kings 18)?

8. Have you ever had a mountaintop experience in your faith? If so, share it with your small group. What made 
it special? How did it bless you?
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9. Matthew does not tell us what Moses and Elijah discussed with Jesus. What does Luke tell us about this 
(see Luke 9:28–36)?

10. Who is the “voice from the cloud”? What does the voice say (cf. with Matt. 3:17)?

11. What prompted the disciples’ question in Matthew 17:10?

12. Jesus had earlier spoken about the connection between John the Baptist and Elijah (11:13–14). Reread 
Malachi 4:5–6 as background. What more does Jesus say here about it?

Matthew 17:14–21
13. While Peter, James, and John were on the mountain with Jesus, what were the others doing (vv. 14–16)?

14. When Jesus speaks of a “faithless and twisted generation,” who do you think He means?

 a) the man and his son? b) the disciples? c) the crowds?

15. Once again Jesus mentions the “little faith” of the disciples (see 8:26; 14:31). What situations do you face 
that could make you wonder about your own?

Matthew 17:22–27
16. What is the disciples’ reaction to this second Passion prediction? What do you think this reaction reveals 

about them?

MEMORY VERSE
Matthew 16:24–25 “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. For 

whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake will find it.”
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T H E U NAVOI DA B LE CROSS
Not far from the intersection of Interstate 70 and Interstate 57 near 
Effingham, Illinois, stands a gigantic metal cross. This “Cross at the 
Crossroads,” 198 feet tall and forged of 180 tons of steel, is the largest 
cross in the United States. A view of it is unavoidable to the fifty 
thousand travelers who pass by each day.

In God’s plan, the cross of Jesus was unavoidable. That cross is the 
most prominent object in the Gospel record. All four evangelists devote 
a sizable portion of their narrative to the Passion of Jesus, which 
culminates there. In the Synoptics, Jesus predicts His suffering and 
death to the disciples at least three times as He begins explaining what 
His role as the Messiah entails. There’s more. In God’s plan, there is an 
unavoidable cross for every disciple, both then and now!

Always before, when opposition intensified, Jesus withdrew to defer the 
moment of final conflict, but now that moment has come. Jesus must 
confront and even provoke His enemies in Jerusalem (Gibbs). In this 
lesson, we begin the final portion of Matthew’s Gospel in which Jesus 
and His disciples begin to walk the road to the unavoidable cross.

JESUS’ CROSS A N D PET ER’S OPP OSI T ION 
Matthew 16:21–23
“From that time Jesus began.” These five words in v. 21 make clear that 
we have entered a new part of the Gospel story. “From that time, Jesus 
began to show his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer 
many things . . . and be killed, and on the third day be raised” (v. 21). 

In God’s plan, there is an unavoidable cross 
for every disciple, both then and now!

Matthew
T h e  r o a d  T o  T h e  c r o s s
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The same five words earlier introduced His Galilean ministry: “From that time Jesus began 
to preach” (4:17).

Jesus had previously alluded to His death in veiled terms (see 9:15; 12:40), but now He 
discussed the matter openly with the disciples, who would never have dreamed that the 
Messiah would suffer. Mark adds that He said this “plainly” (Mark 8:32).

Matthew records three separate predictions of the Passion (16:21; 17:22–23; 20:18–19). 
In each one, Jesus communicates clearly that He will die and then “be raised on the third 
day.” The first and third predictions specify that this will take place in Jerusalem, the city 
that murders prophets (23:37). They also make clear that His tormentors will include “chief 
priests and scribes” (16:21; 20:18), the religious leaders of Israel. The second prediction is 
the shortest. It speaks of Jesus being “delivered” (betrayed) (17:22). It provokes grief. The 
third prediction, spoken “as Jesus was going up to Jerusalem” (20:17), is the most detailed, 
describing a coordination between Jews and Romans. The Jewish leaders, He says, “will 
condemn him to death and deliver him over to the Gentiles to be mocked and flogged and 
crucified” (20:18–19). Roman crucifixion is plainly in view. Jesus is not simply predicting 
the future; He is declaring it to be God’s will. The verb Jesus uses is “must,” an indication 
that all of this is the plan of God the Father (Acts 2:23), which He has willingly accepted (cf. 
John 10:18).

Immediately there is pushback from Peter, the man who had made such a solid confession 
of faith just six verses earlier! As Jesus “began to show” them (v. 21), now Peter “began to 
rebuke” Him (v. 22). Peter’s language is very strong, employing a double negative in Greek 
(a child might say, “NOT NEVER!”). His words reveal not only how much he loved Jesus, but 
how shocking and unthinkable was the path Jesus had laid out. A suffering, dying Messiah? 
It could not be!

As surprising as it is to hear a disciple rebuke his master this way, even more surprising 
is the strength and savagery of Jesus’ response to Peter: “Get behind me, Satan! You are a 
hindrance to me” (v. 23). Jesus had earlier called Peter a rock. Now he is a different kind of 
rock. The Greek word for “hindrance” is skandalon, elsewhere translated as a “stumbling 
stone” (Rom. 9:33; 1 Peter 2:8). Peter does not realize his peril, for he is, unwittingly, the 
very mouthpiece of Satan. Once before Satan had tried to lure Jesus away from the path 
of suffering into a messiahship of power and glory (Matt. 4:1–11). Now he has renewed his 
assault. In the wilderness Jesus dismissed him, “Be gone, Satan!” (4:10). Here He says it 
again, “Be gone behind me, Satan!” (16:23, literally translated).
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T H E DISCI PLE’S CROSS A N D T H E M A ST ER’S PROMISE 
Matthew 16:24–28
Jesus now teaches that discipleship too involves an unavoidable cross: “If anyone would 
come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me” (v. 24). Why is this 
necessary? The human heart, observed Eugene Peterson, is an incredible idol-making factory. 
Genuine discipleship will, first, involve the crucifixion of that sinful self (Gal. 2:20). That 
crucifixion is a denying of those tendencies so common in all of us—the hunger for success and 
wealth and the addiction to being in control. We want God to do things our way, or else, “Put me 
in charge and I’ll set things straight!” That controlling self and its hungers must be put to death.

Then one must “take up his cross” (Matt. 16:24). By this Jesus does NOT mean the general 
difficulties of life (ill health, financial reverses, irritating people), which we like to say are “my 
cross to bear,” but very specifically the suffering that comes to us just because we are disciples 
(5:11). Until recently, the dominance of Christianity in the West has minimized our experience 
of bearing a cross. In these times when confessing Jesus increasingly offends our pluralistic 
society, we may come to experience this cross painfully and personally.

We cross-bearers are carried along by the promise Jesus adds: “The Son of Man is going to 
come . . . and he will repay each person” (16:27). No need to grab life’s steering wheel or seek 
revenge on those who hurt us. Jesus will set things right. Indeed, He promises, some of those 
disciples standing there with Him “will not taste death until they see the Son of Man coming 
in his kingdom” (v. 28). This is a difficult verse that has been understood to refer to a variety 
of things. Our ears usually hear “the Son of Man coming” as a reference to Judgment Day. But 
unless Jesus is mistaken, His words cannot mean that.

What then? Some think He is speaking of the transfiguration that now follows, which only 
“some” of them would see. Others think He means the resurrection (by then, Judas was dead). 
Still others take it as a reference to Pentecost and the unfolding story of the growth of the 
kingdom of God in Acts, which ends with Paul “proclaiming the kingdom” in the very last verse 
(Acts 28:31). By then James is also dead. A few even point to the destruction of Jerusalem in AD 
70 as a time when Jesus came in judgment against the city that condemned Him.

Whatever its meaning, this promise balances the necessity of the cross with the assurance 
that suffering is not to be the last word. The coming of the kingdom will not be stopped, even 
by that!

In these times when confessing Jesus increasingly offends 
our pluralistic society, we may come to experience this 

cross painfully and personally.
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T H E T R A NSFIGU R AT ION 
Matthew 17:1–9
The wondrous event that follows makes clear to 
the bewildered disciples that suffering and glory 
are not mutually exclusive. His cross cannot 
eclipse the glory that is rightfully His. Jesus leads 
the inner circle of three (Peter, James, and John) 
up a “high mountain” (v. 1) and is “transfigured” 
(metamorphoothee in Greek) (v. 2) before them. 
This was not a shape-change (like a caterpillar-to-
butterfly metamorphosis) but a glorification, as if 
an inner, glorious light began to burn, making His 
face shine “like the sun” and His clothing “white as 
light” (v. 2).

We are uncertain which high mountain is meant. 
Mt. Tabor, the traditional site, is only a glorified hill 
(1,900 feet) and too far south. Mt. Hermon, north 
of Caesarea Philippi, is enormous (9,200 feet), but 
its location in Gentile territory makes it unlikely 
too. Walter Liefeld suggests Mt. Miron, the highest 
mountain inside Israel (4,000 feet) and located 
between Caesarea Philippi and Capernaum.

Mountains are places where God makes important 
revelations (as at Sinai and Carmel in the Old 
Testament). Already in Matthew Jesus has spoken 
His greatest sermon on a mountain (chapters 
5–7). Some students have suggested that Jesus is 
depicted here as a new Moses, and they point to 
a strong parallelism between the transfiguration 
account and the story of Moses’ ascent up Sinai 
in Exodus 24. Even a cursory comparison yields a 
number of links besides the mountain itself:

 · the mention of “six days” (Ex. 24:16);

 · three named companions for both Moses and 
Jesus (although Moses also takes 70 elders);

 · the descent of the cloud on the mountain; and

 · God’s bright glory shining and His voice 
speaking.

On the other hand, there are divergencies, one of 
the greatest being the presence of Elijah. What’s 

more, the glorified Jesus is more like God in His 
fiery manifestation than like Moses!

What, then, is the significance of the appearance 
of those two men with Jesus on the mountain? 
Filson argues that they represent “the Law and 
the Prophets” (i.e., the whole witness of the Old 
Testament Scriptures). While fulfillment of the Old 
Testament is certainly a major theme in Matthew, 
one wonders especially why Elijah would represent 
“the Prophets,” especially since no prophetic book 
bears his name.

There are stronger arguments to be made. Both 
Moses and Elijah had converse with God on Sinai 
(for Moses, see Ex. 3; 19; 24; and for Elijah, see 1 
Kings 19:1–18). Moreover, both Moses and Elijah 
were connected to the end-times. Moses spoke of a 
prophet like himself to arise one day (Deut. 18:15) 
and said, “To him you shall listen.” The prophet 
Malachi explicitly predicted that Elijah would 
return “before the great and awesome day of the 
Lord comes” (Mal. 4:5). Their appearance points 
to Jesus as that greater-than-Moses prophet who 
has come to bring the awesome day of the Lord. 
More pointedly, Jesus’ own glory identifies Him as 
the embodiment of Israel’s God, now visible to the 
three disciples.

Moses and Elijah talked with Jesus. Matthew does 
not tell us what they discussed, but Luke tells us 
they “spoke of his departure [Greek, exodos] which 
he was about to accomplish at Jerusalem” (Luke 
9:31). All of this underlines the dramatic importance 
of Jesus and His road to suffering. It reassures the 
disciples of His glory and final victory, even in the 
face of the unavoidable cross.

In his excitement, Peter interrupts their holy talk 
with the almost childish suggestion of constructing 
“three tents” (Matt. 17:4) for them, as if the 
glory could be housed like a museum display! 
God Himself shushes Peter: “A bright cloud 
overshadowed them, and a voice from the cloud 
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said, ‘This is my beloved Son, with whom I am 
well pleased; listen to him’” (v. 5). These were the 
very same words spoken at Jesus’ baptism (3:17). 
The truth to which the disciples need to listen is 
the new revelation Jesus has begun to show them 
about the unavoidable cross that awaits Him and 
them. Stop resisting it. Listen to Him! The terrified 
disciples hide their faces.

Suddenly the vision ends. Jesus touches them 
and speaks softly: “Rise, and have no fear” (17:7). 
The glory is hidden once more. Jesus will take 
them back down the mountain. They will resume 
their walk to the cross. “Tell no one the vision,” 
He instructs them, “until the Son of Man is raised 
from the dead” (v. 9).

T H E Q U EST ION A B O U T ELI JA H 
Matthew 17:10–13
As the four descend the mountain, the disciples, 
still full of what they’ve seen, ask, “Then why do 
the scribes say that first Elijah must come?” (v. 
10). Because of Malachi’s prophecy (Mal. 4:1–6), 
first-century Jews speculated about Elijah’s 
role in the end-time. If they had just seen Elijah, 
shouldn’t they be telling people that the day of the 
Lord had arrived? If this was NOT the predicted 
coming of Elijah, was he yet to come?

Jesus answers them. Yes, the scribes are correct: 
“Elijah does come, and he will restore all things” 
(v. 11). But the disciples must not lose sight of the 
unavoidable suffering and cross still ahead. They 
must not think Elijah’s coming will remove any of 
it. In fact, “Elijah has already come, and they did 
not recognize him, but did to him whatever they 
pleased. So also the Son of Man will certainly 
suffer at their hands” (v. 12). The readers were 
already remembering Jesus’ words about John 
the Baptist (11:13–15). Now the three disciples 
understand “that he was speaking to them of John 
the Baptist” (17:13). Elijah (John) suffered, Jesus 
explained. So must I.

JESUS A N D H IS “LI T T LE-FA I T HS” 
Matthew 17:14–21
How much the disciples still have to learn is 
made clear by the story that follows. While 
Peter, James, and John were on the mountain 
with Jesus, the other nine were experiencing a 
different kind of drama down below. A distraught 
father brought them his epileptic son. As we see 
subsequently, there is demon possession involved 
in the boy’s condition. The father is desperate 
for his son’s healing, but, as he now explains 
to Jesus, “they could not heal him” (v. 16). The 
faltering disciples failed.

Their failure is striking because earlier Jesus 
had given them authority to do this very thing 
(10:1). The response of Jesus reveals a sense of 
frustration: “O faithless and twisted generation, 
how long am I to be with you? How long am I to 
bear with you? Bring him here to me” (17:17). 
Jesus cannot be speaking of the father, who 
addresses Him as “Lord” and trusts Him to supply 
the mercy he needs. Ulrich Luz argues that Jesus 
is rebuking the “crowd” mentioned a few verses 
earlier since He has formerly spoken harshly of 
“this generation” (11:16; 12:39; 16:4). But in fact 
the crowd has said nothing.

We are left to understand that Jesus means His 
own disciples, whose failure to help the boy 
reveals some serious flaw in their faith. When they 
ask Him to explain their failure, He says it was 
“because of your little faith,” and then explains, 
“If you have faith like a grain of mustard seed, 
you will say to this mountain, ‘Move from here 
to there,’ and it will move, and nothing will be 
impossible for you” (17:20–21).

So, we must ask, what is the difference between 
their “little faith” (which could not heal the boy) 
and “faith like a grain of mustard seed,” which 
will “move mountains” (i.e., to do what seems 
impossible)? In a later passage (Matt. 21:21–22), 
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which parallels this one in several ways, Jesus 
speaks of a faith that does not doubt. The 
disciples in this story had, apparently, doubted 
the promise Jesus already made that they would 
have authority over disease and demons. “Mustard 
seed” faith, then, is not simply about the size of 
one’s faith but about its future possibilities (cf. 
13:31–33). That seemingly small trust can work 
great things.

A SECON D PA SSION PR EDICT ION 
Matthew 17:22–27
Jesus now makes a second prediction of His 
Passion, in substance nearly the same as the 
first. Though brief, it contains two new elements. 
First, that Passion is imminent: “The Son of Man 
is about to be delivered” (v. 22). Second, it will 
happen through a betrayal. The word translated 
“delivered” is the same as the word earlier used 
to identify Judas as His betrayer (10:4).

The reaction of the disciples is great distress 
(17:23). The simple reason for this is their love 
for Him, but the more complex theological reason 
is that they still cannot make sense of all Jesus 
has told them, especially the word that He will be 
“raised on the third day” (in all three predictions!).

The story about the payment of the temple tax that 
follows immediately seems, at first, completely 
disconnected from the passion prediction. But is 
it? A brief history lesson is in order. The origin of 
“two-drachma” (or half-shekel) tax can be read 
in Nehemiah 10:32–33. In 445 BC, the people 
of Judea pledged voluntarily to tax themselves 
one-third of a shekel annually to support the 
work of the temple, for all the offerings “to make 
atonement for Israel” (v. 33). By the time of Jesus, 

that amount increased slightly to half a shekel 
for each adult male, perhaps to align with the 
amount Moses had gathered from the Israelites in 
a special offering (Ex. 30:11–16).

Paying the tax was a way for Jewish men to say, 
“I agree with my community that the atonement 
I need is offered through the Temple,” says 
William Thompson. When the Jewish tax gatherers 
approach Peter to ask, “Does your teacher pay the 
tax?” (Matt. 17:24), Peter answers, “Yes.” In this, 
now the third story to focus especially on Peter 
and his role as spokesman, it becomes clear that 
Peter still does not realize the implications of the 
road to the cross.

Jesus intercepts Peter as he enters the house and 
asks whether “kings of the earth” take taxes “from 
their sons or from others” (v. 25). “From others,” 
Peter answers correctly (v. 26). “Then the sons are 
free [from paying],” responds Jesus (v. 26). Gibbs 
drives home the point: “Because Jesus is about 
to be handed over and killed and raised . . . God 
no longer requires or even desires for His people 
to provide animals and supplies for the sacrifices 
of atonement at the temple.” The Son of Man will 
make the atonement needed by all! He is “greater 
than the temple” (12:6).

Meanwhile, what about the tax? The story 
concludes remarkably with Jesus’ direction for 
Peter to “cast a hook” (17:27) into the lake and 
take the first fish he catches. In the mouth of the 
fish will be a shekel—enough for both of them. 
Now is not the time to “give offense” to people who 
do not know what He is about to do (v. 27). Soon 
enough the road will take Jesus into Jerusalem, 
and the full and final atonement will be made.

“Mustard seed” faith, then, is not simply about the size of 
one’s faith but about its future possibilities (cf. 13:31–33)
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PE R SONA L A PPLIC AT ION

Lord God, by Your Word endow me with a heart for “little ones.” Even as You have found me, give 
me a caring spirit that seeks to regain those who are lost from You. I ask it for Jesus’ sake. Amen.

For Review
1. What new perspective have you gained about the transfiguration of our Lord?

2. Was the “half-shekel tax” a Jewish tax or a Roman tax? What was its purpose?

Matthew 18:1–5
3. For reflection (share only if you choose): In what ways have you sought greatness for yourself?

4. How does Jesus explain what it means to “become like children”? Read and ponder Psalm 131 before you 
answer.

Matthew 18:6–14
5. In very strong terms, Jesus says a person would be better off dead than to do what (v. 6–7)? What could be 

an area in your life that causes problems for others or even provokes them to sin?

6. Do you think Jesus means what He says in vv. 8–9 literally? If you say, “No,” what do you think He means?

7. What, if anything, have you been taught about “guardian angels” (cf. v. 10)? What more do you learn from 
Psalm 34:7, Psalm 91:11, and Hebrews 1:14?

8. What needs to change in your attitude toward those who “wander off”?

Matthew 18:15–20
9. In these verses, Jesus instructs disciples what they are to do when others sin. How is the sinner identified 

in v. 15? What is the ultimate goal?

10. How do Jesus’ words in Matthew 7:3–5 keep us from abusing others in this process?
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11. What stages does Jesus direct us to use? Who do you think is meant by “the church” (18:17)? Why not “go 
public” right away?

12. How are vv. 18–20 connected to the instructions Jesus has given about dealing with the sinning brother?

13. What do you think the Church today (or even your own congregation) needs to learn from Jesus about all 
this?

Matthew 18:21–35
14. What might prompt Peter’s question in v. 21? Is his suggestion of “seven times” generous or stingy?

15. How much is a “talent” (v. 24)? A denarius (v. 28)? How do the two debts compare?

16. Whom is Jesus really describing in the first scene (the king and the first servant)? In the second scene (the 
first and second servants)?

17. Which is hardest for you:

 a) Accepting that I am truly forgiven.

 b) Really meaning it when I say, “I forgive you.”

 c) Forgiving over and over again.

 d) Wondering how to forgive without encouraging irresponsibility.

18. Reread Matthew 6:12, 14–15. Compare it with what Jesus says here in 17:32–35. What are we to learn 
about the importance of this matter to God?

MEMORY VERSE
Matthew 18:15 “If your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault, between you and him alone. If he 

listens to you, you have gained your brother.” OR
Matthew 18:19–20 “If two of you agree on earth about anything they ask, it will be done for them by my Father in 

heaven. For where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I among them.”
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TRUE GREATNESS: BECOME L IKE CHILDREN  
MATTHEW 18:1–5 113

L ITTLE ONES AND LOST SHEEP – MATTHEW 18:6–14 114

REGAIN ING A LOST BROTHER – MATTHEW 18:15–20 115

A K INGDOM OF FORGIVENESS – MATTHEW 18:21–35 116

PERSONAL APPL ICAT ION 118

W HO’S T H E GR E AT EST ?
Human beings are preoccupied with the question, “Who is the greatest?” 
We are self-absorbed, competitive creatures. The motto of the modern 
Olympic Games urges participants to be “Higher, Faster, Stronger” than 
their rivals. The Guinness World Records is a compendium of every 
conceivable greatest thing on planet earth. If WE cannot be the greatest, 
we want at least to know WHO is. American boxer Cassius Clay, who later 
changed his name to Muhammad Ali, answered the question famously: “I 
am the greatest!”

In the kingdom of God, however, Jesus turns all of this upside down. Our 
human estimate of who’s great and who’s insignificant is reversed. “The 
last will be first, and the first last” (Matt. 20:16). This chapter, the fourth 
of Jesus’ five major discourses in Matthew, deals at length with life 
together in the kingdom. The heart of that life is a humility that regards 
others as greater than oneself (Phil. 2:3–4).

The chapter invites us to take inventory of our attitudes and dealings. 
Listen as Jesus teaches us about true greatness. Pray for a new attitude 
toward the “little ones” and the “lost,” that we might treat them as God 
treats us.

My heart is not proud, O Lord, 
my eyes are not haughty;

I do not concern myself with great matters 
or things too wonderful for me.

But I have stilled and quieted my soul; like a 
weaned child with its mother. 

P S A L M  1 3 1 : 1 – 2

Matthew
l i F e  T o G e T h e r  i n  T h e  k i n G d o m
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T RU E GR E AT N ESS: B ECOME LI K E CH I LDR EN 
Matthew 18:1–5
“Who is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven?” (v. 1). Why did the disciples ask the question? 
Perhaps it was because, for the first time, Jesus had chosen 3 of the 12 disciples to go up the 
mountain with Him—were they greater than the other 9? Then, too, Peter had just been singled 
out by the collectors of the half-shekel tax. Why him? Was he more important than the rest? None 
of them yet understood the necessity of the cross for Jesus and for themselves. Each time Jesus 
predicts His passion in Matthew, there comes resistance and misunderstanding by the disciples. 
After the first prediction Peter attempted to rebuke Jesus (16:22). Now after the second comes 
their carnal question about greatness. They just don’t get it.

In an answer, Jesus calls a child and “put him in the midst of them” (18:2). Jesus here vividly 
redefines greatness: “Unless you turn and become like children, you will never enter the kingdom 
of heaven” (v. 3). The image of a child, a “little one” who is weak, vulnerable, and totally 
dependent on others, will dominate the discourse.

We must not misunderstand this as Jesus’ attempt to hold up children as innocent or to make 
them virtuous role models (“they are so trusting”) to cynical adults like us. In Judaism, children 
were not held up as role models (Gibbs). Though children were seen as gifts from God (Ps. 127:3–
5), they were also considered ignorant (Is. 38:19), unfit to rule (Is. 3:4; Eccl. 10:16), unable to 
choose between good and evil (Is. 7:16), and readily deceived “as children of no understanding” 
(Wis. 12:24).

Earlier Jesus compared His generation to fickle, whining children (Matt. 11:16–19). We all know 
from experience that children are frequently self-centered and can be exceptionally cruel to each 
other. To call someone “childish” is not a compliment!

“Whoever humbles himself like this child is the greatest” (18:4). It is well for us to remember that 
“children are not humble in the usual sense of the word” (Mounce). It is not the virtue of humility, 
but the humble estate of a child that is in view. The force of Jesus’ words is not “whoever 
humbles himself the way a child does,” but rather “whoever humbles himself to become like this 
child”—for example, a person who is in fact lowly and needy and knows it (cf. the first Beatitude 
in 5:3). Jesus has answered their question with the truth that the greatest disciple is the one who 
is the weakest, the most dependent upon the mercy of God. In the same vein, Paul would later 
combat the Corinthians’ errors about status by calling them to honor the least honorable and 
weakest people in their congregation (1 Cor. 12:12–26).

Gibbs’ summary is worth quoting: “In congregations today, the greatest . . . are the newest and 
least informed believers, those subject to the gravest of life’s crises . . . who are struggling with 
temptation and fear . . . to care for them is the most important work of all; it is to receive and 
care for the Christ himself.”
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LI T T LE ON ES A N D LOST SH EEP 
Matthew 18:6–14
The rest of the chapter deals with how to respond to “little ones”—the needy fellow 
believers—in the negative circumstances of their temptations and sins. After positive words 
about receiving a fellow disciple (“one such child”) in need, Jesus’ words grow stern, even 
appalling. Three times in this subsection He mentions “these little ones” (vv. 6, 10, 14) along 
with accompanying warnings.

The worst thing that can happen to a believer is neither illness nor financial loss, but 
stumbling into sin. Temptations to sin will surely come in this twisted world, but “woe” to 
those by whom they come (v. 7)! In keeping with that, Jesus issues a two-fold warning: 1.) 
don’t cause someone else to sin; and 2.) be vigilant lest you stumble! The first warning is 
accompanied by a terrifying image of execution by drowning. The “millstone” Jesus mentions 
in v. 6 is not the usual kind a woman could turn with her hand, but a “donkey millstone” 
(mylos onikos), one so large it had to be pulled by an animal—the largest stone; the deepest 
water. Certain death. And that would be better than causing a “little one” to sin!

The second warning is accompanied by an equally gruesome image. If one is led astray by his 
hand, foot, or eye (vv. 8–9, cf. 5:29–30) it would be better to amputate the offending organ 
than continue in the sin that results. Jesus is employing exaggeration, to be sure, which we 
are not to follow literally. After all, it is NOT one’s hand or foot or eye, but one’s HEART that is 
the problem (15:19)! The point is that we must confront the danger of temptation as a matter 
of utmost seriousness, to be met with the most extreme measures we can employ.

Not only actions, but attitudes toward others, are in view. Jesus warns against the attitude of 
despising “these little ones,” adding that “in heaven their angels always see the face of my 
Father” (18:10). This verse is the only direct support for the notion that God assigns so-called 
guardian angels to watch over particular humans (like Clarence was assigned to George Bailey 
in It’s a Wonderful Life). While that is surely possible, and while the Bible affirms generally 
that angels guard humans (Ps. 34:7; Ps. 91:11; Heb. 1:14), this text says nothing more about 
it. What it does say clearly is that God is always aware of such “little ones.”

To further explain God’s own care for them, Jesus employs a parable of a man with 100 sheep 
who loses one. The man leaves the 99 and goes to search for the 1 lost sheep. When he 
discovers it, he rejoices over it more than all the rest. “So it is not the will of my Father . . . 
that one of these little ones should perish” (Matt. 18:14). Clearly we are to have the same 
attitude and show the same care!
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R EG A I N I NG A LOST B ROT H ER 
Matthew 18:15–20
Jesus continues to teach His disciples how they 
are to care for the weakest and most needy 
(the greatest and most important) people in the 
fellowship of believers, namely, those who fall 
into sin. Key to this section is the word “brother,” 
used twice in v. 15 to remind us forcefully that 
the person who sins is no stranger, and certainly 
not an enemy! Fellow believers who stray into sin 
are not deadwood to be removed from the rolls, 
but people who receive the greatest care because 
they are the most needy. The purpose is to “gain” 
that brother, a word that implies he is in danger of 
being “lost” to the kingdom. The matter is urgent.

The approach we are to take is personal, 
persistent, and incremental. Five times in three 
verses comes an “if he, then you” refrain (where 
all the “yous” are singular):

“If your brother sins against you, [then you] 
go and tell him . . . ”

“If he listens to you, [then] you have gained 
your brother.”

“But if he does not listen, [then you] take 
one or two others along . . . ”

“If he refuses to listen to them, [then you] 
tell it to the church.”

“And if he refuses to listen even to the 
church, [then you] let him be to you as a 
Gentile and a tax collector.”

There are Old Testament precedents for this 
approach. The involvement of enlisting others 
as witnesses (v. 16) draws upon Deuteronomy 
19:15, which required multiple witnesses to 
sustain a serious charge against a member of the 
community. The exclusion of a person from the 
community was also practiced (Ex. 12:15; Lev. 
7:20; Ezra 10:7–8) for various reasons. Jesus’ 
words, “Let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax 
collector” (Matt. 18:17), mean exclusion from 
the worshipping community, a reflection of the 

common practice with those groups at the temple 
in His day.

How this is done, of course, makes all the 
difference! Coming at the sinning brother with 
arrogance or anger will almost certainly drive him 
away and lead to his destruction. But if pursued 
with compassion, the brother may be “gained,” to 
the joy of all, especially the Father in heaven who 
rejoices when lost sheep are found.

Jesus’ words in Matthew 7:3–5, “Take the log out 
of your own eye,” remind us to approach this holy 
task with humility. We too are sinners. Hypocritical 
judgment is not to replace brotherly care!

We may do all this with confidence because 
God undergirds it with His promises. In Matthew 
18:18, Jesus repeats the promise given to Peter 
in 16:19: “Whatever you bind on earth shall be 
bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth 
shall be loosed in heaven.” Now it is applied to 
the whole community as it reaches out to the lost 
one (the “yous” in these last verses are now all 
plural). The “binding and loosing” spoken of here 
is that absolution or exclusion to be rendered by 
the congregation.

If it becomes certain that there is no repentance 
despite persistent and loving outreach, the 
community must speak a loving word of 
exclusion. Yes, loving, as Paul made clear to the 
Corinthians: “Deliver this man to Satan for the 
destruction of the flesh, so that his spirit may 
be saved in the day of the Lord” (1 Cor. 5:5). 
Even this word aims at the brother’s ultimate 
restoration. Dietrich Bonhoeffer echoes Paul in 
his book Life Together: “Nothing can be more 
cruel than the tenderness that consigns another 
to his sin. Nothing can be more compassionate 
than the severe rebuke that calls a brother back 
from the path of sin.” Such exclusion is not meant 
to be permanent but only until such time as the 
impenitent one finally repents.
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The assurance of Christ’s presence for “two or three” (Matt. 18:20) gathered in His name is 
certainly to be claimed by any worshipping community of Christians, but here in v. 20 it is a 
word of comfort and authority that braces even the smallest church that attempts to reach 
out in love and exercise discipline in its ranks. Moreover, the promise of God’s answer to the 
prayer of even two who “agree on earth about anything they ask” (v. 19) likewise refers to the 
decision they reach on matters of discipline, though similar promises are elsewhere attached 
to prayer that is uttered in faith in Jesus’ name (Matt. 21:22; John 14:13–14).

A K I NGD OM OF FORGI V EN ESS 
Matthew 18:21–35
The kingdom of heaven, Jesus has taught, is one in which the smallest, most sinful people 
receive the greatest care. The highest joy in God’s kingdom comes when lost people are found 
and sinners regained. Is there a limit to all that forgiving? That’s what Peter wants to know, for 
he has still not comprehended the depth of God’s mercy. “Lord, how often will my brother sin 
against me, and I forgive him? As many as seven times?” (v. 21). Compared to Jewish teaching 
of that day, Peter’s was a generous offer. The Talmud directed forgiveness for a repeat offender 
three times. But if it happened a fourth time, the limit was reached. No more forgiving!

Most of us can identify with Peter, for there are situations we face that tax our willingness to 
forgive, and people we can endure only so long before saying, “That’s it. I’ve reached the end 
of my rope!” In this writer’s experience, the inability to forgive certain people is a spiritual 
problem that vexes many. How will Jesus answer Peter . . . and us?

Jesus’ initial response would have been sufficient: “I do not say to you seven times, but 
seventy-seven times” (v. 22). Lamech’s formula for excessive revenge (Gen. 4:24) is turned into 
a model of generous forgiveness! The Greek words are ambiguous and allow for the alternate 
rendering “seventy times seven.” Either translation makes the same point: one should not 
count, but always continue to forgive. Then Jesus added a memorable and powerful story that 
helps us understand the “why” that motivates the disciple’s willingness to forgive others.

The chief characters in this powerful story, told only in Matthew, are a king and two of 
his servants. In the first scene, the king has determined to collect outstanding debts. He 

We are invited to live in the kingdom of forgiveness. It is 
time to set aside our emotion (“How do I feel about that 

neighbor and his wrong?”) and let the initiative God has 
taken propel my own decision to forgive.
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summons the first servant, who owes “ten 
thousand talents” (Matt. 18:24). A single 
talent of silver weighed 60–70 pounds 
(worth about 6,000 denarii), meaning that 
this amount was an impossibly large debt. 
Initially the king orders that the servant and 
his family be sold so that he might at least 
receive a small fraction of what was owed. 
The servant begs piteously for time to repay, 
and the king shows a compassion that 
exceeds the man’s request. He forgives the 
entire amount.

Scene two is an instant replay with the 
opposite result. The first servant encounters 
a second who owes him “a hundred 
denarii” (v. 28). A denarius was a coin 
that represented a day’s wage. This debt 
is significant, about four month’s wages, 
but nothing like the one forgiven the first 
servant. His debt had been 600,000 times 
as large as this one! The second servant 
begs for mercy from the first, using nearly 
the same words. But instead of mercy, 
he receives physical abuse and a trip to 
debtor’s prison. It is distressing to the fellow 
servants and then to the king himself, given 
the compassion the first man received.

The third scene begins with the distress of 
the “fellow servants” (v. 31) and their report 
to the king, who is appropriately angry with 
the servant who has been totally unmoved 
by the king’s compassion. There will be “hell 
to pay” (Gibbs)! The verdict of forgiveness is 
undone and the first servant is delivered to 
“the jailers, until he should pay all his debt” 
(v. 34), and we all know how long that will 
be. The word for “jailer” appears only here 

in the New Testament and literally means 
“torturers.” It is a frightful end for the one 
unmoved by the mercy he had received.

The parable is utterly clear. God is the king, 
and each of us is invited to see ourselves 
in that first servant. See what astonishing 
and abundant grace we have received? 
See what a frightful end awaits those who 
remain unmoved by the king’s generosity? 
Now what shall we do with our neighbor, 
the second servant whose debt to us is 
infinitely smaller by comparison? Clearly, 
we MUST forgive.

This is not a new teaching. Jesus said the 
same just after giving the disciples the 
Lord’s Prayer (6:14–15). But this parable 
makes the command to forgive devastatingly 
urgent. As we read the ending, we cannot 
help feeling that forgiving the neighbor must 
happen soon! It also shows in a powerful 
way how this is possible for us, who are 
so inclined to put our love on a leash and 
limit the forgiveness we practice. The key is 
that we locate our act of forgiveness at the 
proper place in the story. If I know that I am 
the first servant and realize the compassion 
God has already given me, His mercy will 
enable and propel me.

We are invited to live in the kingdom of 
forgiveness. It is time to set aside our 
emotion (“How do I feel about that neighbor 
and his wrong?”) and let the initiative God 
has taken propel my own decision to forgive. 
The fact of God’s grace is the locomotive 
on this Gospel train. The emotions are the 
caboose. All aboard!
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PE R SONA L A PPLIC AT ION

Lord, as I undertake my study this week, remind me of the importance of the 
family in Your great design. Strengthen me by the word of Jesus to honor 
marriage and show children Your love for them. In Jesus’ name. Amen.

For Review
1. Who are the “little ones” in this chapter? Who are some of the “little ones” in your own life?

2. What is the most important thing you learned from Jesus’ instruction about dealing with a sinning “brother” 
(18:15–20)?

Matthew 19:1–12
3. If you could ask God anything you wanted to about marriage and divorce, what would you ask?

4. In this passage, who asks the “divorce question”? Why do they ask it?

5. In Jesus’ initial answer, what passage does He quote? Why does He focus on marriage rather than divorce?

6. In response, they also quote Scripture. To what passage do they allude in v. 7? What situation was Moses 
addressing and what was his intent?

7. Does Jesus say that divorce is ever permissible? How does Paul instruct the Corinthians about these 
matters in 1 Corinthians 7:8–17?

8. How would you summarize your understanding of your own church’s teaching about divorce and 
remarriage?

 a) too strict b) too lenient c) about right d) I don’t really know what my church’s position is

9. What is Jesus’ position about the single life (Matt. 19:11–12)? What does Paul say about that subject in 1 
Corinthians 7:7–8, 26, 32–35?

Matthew 19:13–15
10. In this little section on children, what do the parents want? What do the disciples want?
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11. What do you observe about children in church in your own congregation? What do you think would 
strengthen your church’s ministry to children?

Matthew 19:16–30
12. If someone asked you, “How does a person get saved?” what would you reply?

13. What does the rich young man’s question reveal about his understanding of salvation? What is Jesus’ 
counter-question? Why do you think He asks it?

14. If we are “saved by grace through faith,” why does Jesus tell the young man to “keep the commandments” 
(v. 17)?

15. Which commandments does Jesus list? Which does He omit? Which is He addressing in v. 21?

16. What’s the difference between “good” (vv. 16–17) and “perfect” (v. 21)? What does this say about the young 
man’s goodness?

17. What extra barrier does a “rich person” face?

18. On what basis, finally, can ANYONE hope to be saved?

19. Jesus hit the rich man where it hurt—in his wallet! If He were to address you where it most hurt, what 
would be that hot topic?

MEMORY VERSE
Matthew 19:14 “Let the little children come to me and do not hinder them, for to such belongs the kingdom of 

heaven.” OR
Matthew 19:24 “It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich person to enter the 

kingdom of God.”
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SOLI D GRO U N D I N A CH AOT IC CU LT U R E
Often in these early years of the twenty-first century, we Christians in the 
USA feel that our culture is increasingly chaotic and we are marginalized. 
Values and even definitions we have taken for granted all our lives are 
now up for grabs.

Marriage has been redefined by the Supreme Court. Gender has become 
a fluid term. Legislation has been introduced in some states to eliminate 
gender on driver’s licenses and gender-specific pronouns (he and she) 
in some public settings. There have even been voices arguing that we 
should grant legal personhood to animals! The distinctions everyone 
once employed to map the world (Creator/creature; male/female; 
humans/all other creatures) are being blurred or even eliminated. “The 
ethical world is unhinged,” wrote LCMS President Matthew Harrison in 
The Lutheran Witness.

In the midst of this moral and ethical fog, the Word of God still shines like 
“a lamp to [our] feet and a light to [our] path” (Ps. 119:105). In Matthew 
19, we hear Jesus speak clearly about God’s design for marriage and 
children. We listen as He imparts wisdom about wealth and its impact 
on one’s spiritual life. For us, perhaps even more than for the twelve 
disciples, His teaching is solid ground amidst society’s shifting sand. 
Let’s listen to Him, live by His words, and hold on to His promises.

Drink in the amazing grace He promises in the face 
of anything you might suffer for Him just now.

Matthew
m a r r i a G e ,  c h i l d r e n ,  a n d  m o n e y
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T H E DI VORCE Q U EST ION 
A N D JESUS’ FI R ST A NSW ER 
Matthew 19:1–6
A significant geographical note begins this 
chapter. Jesus “went away from Galilee and 
entered the region of Judea beyond the Jordan” 
(v. 1). Setting out on His road to the cross, Jesus 
departs from Galilee for the last time and makes 
His way toward Jerusalem. His ministry of healing 
continues for the “large crowds” that follow Him 
(v. 2). His opponents follow Him persistently too.

Once more the Pharisees “tested him” (v. 3), 
this time with a question at the heart of an oft 
debated issue in Judaism: identifying legitimate 
grounds for divorce. “Is it lawful to divorce one’s 
wife for any cause?” (v. 3). In Judaism of that 
day, only the husband had the option of divorcing 
his wife; the wife did not. Two rabbinic schools 
led by Shammai and Hillel espoused conflicting 
views. That Moses allowed divorce seemed plain 
to both from Deuteronomy 24:1–4, a passage 
in which Moses spoke about a man giving a 
woman a certificate of divorce “because he has 
found some indecency in her.” But just what 
did “some indecency” (v. 1) mean? Shammai 
interpreted it narrowly, saying it was limited to 
marital unfaithfulness. Hillel interpreted it broadly 
to mean anything at all that displeased the 
husband, including overcooking his food! Okay, 
Jesus, which side are you on? It seemed a good 
“gotcha” question, for they hope to trap Him into 
taking one side or the other. In either case, He 
would alienate someone.

Jesus refuses to be drawn into their debate over 
grounds for divorce. He “snatches the situation 
away from the Pharisees and turns it into a venue 
for revealing God’s purpose for marriage . . . from 
which so many in Israel have strayed” (Gibbs). 
He wants to affirm God’s original design for 
marriage. The Creator “from the beginning made 
them male and female” (Matt. 19:4). “Therefore 
a man shall leave his father and his mother and 

hold fast to his wife, and the two shall become 
one flesh” (Gen. 2:24). He challenges them with 
a rhetorical question: “Have you not read [those 
passages]?” (Matt. 19:4). In other words, have 
you forgotten what marriage is all about?

In answer to our own culture’s attempt to blur the 
definition, Jesus asserts a one-man-one-woman 
monogamy. That’s marriage. In answer to the 
divisiveness of sin in every age, Jesus asserts the 
permanence of that relationship: “What therefore 
God has joined together, let man not separate” 
(v. 6). Period. End of answer. He won’t play the 
lawful divorce game. God’s intent was no divorce 
at all!

T H E PH A R ISEES’ R ETORT 
A N D JESUS’ SECON D A NSW ER 
Matthew 19:7–9
The Pharisees won’t go down without a fight: 
“Why then did Moses command one to give a 
certificate of divorce and to send her away?” (v. 
7). They double down on Deuteronomy 24:1–4, 
trying to pit Jesus against Moses. Jesus will 
not let them set the terms of debate. First, He 
says, Moses did not command divorce, but only 
allowed it “because of your hardness of heart” 
(Matt. 19:8). That’s what happens regularly 
among sinful, stubborn people like you! Second, 
He says, you are misreading Moses. The only 
thing the passage actually commands is that a 
man may not remarry his ex-spouse if she has 
subsequently married and divorced another man. 
Moses was trying to cope with how life after 
divorce should proceed.

Now, as He did in the Sermon on the Mount (5:22, 
28, 32, 34, 39, 44), Jesus trumps Moses: “I say 
to you” (19:9)! His final word to them and us is to 
go back to “the beginning” (God’s original plan) 
and repeat what He has already said. “Whoever 
divorces his wife, except for sexual immorality, 
and marries another, commits adultery” (v. 9).
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Against both rabbinic schools, He takes a stand: 
divorce is NEVER the will of God. In fact, unless 
some “sexual immorality” has broken the 
marriage, marrying another person is adultery. 
Jesus labels as gross immorality what had 
become customary behavior among the Jews, 
and even more among us!

The phrase “except for sexual immorality” (v. 9) 
employs the Greek word, porneia, an umbrella 
term for any kind of sexual sin (cf. English, 
“pornography”). The narrower term “adultery” 
(v. 9) renders another Greek word. The sense 
of this exception is not so much to sanction 
divorce (“It’s fine with God if you get a divorce 
because your partner was unfaithful”) as it is to 
make clear that remarriage after a divorce for 
“sexual immorality” is not labeled “adulterous.” 
The parallel passage in Mark 10:11 reproduces 
these words of Jesus without any exception at 
all. The stunned response of the disciples that 
follows underlines how stern and shocking Jesus’ 
answer was, even to the disciples.

Twenty years later, Paul would write instructions 
about marriage and divorce to the believers at 
Corinth. For the most part, he reaffirmed the 
stance of Jesus: “The husband should not divorce 
his wife” (1 Cor. 7:11). But a new situation had 
arisen. There were in Corinth many “mixed” 
marriages of new Christians with unbelieving 
spouses (perhaps because one had newly 
converted). Still, the basic command was “do not 
divorce.” At the same time, even though a believer 
would not seek a separation, he or she might 
suffer one. Since the believer was powerless 
to stop the separation (and divorce), Paul said, 
“Let him do so. A believing man or woman is not 
bound in such circumstances” (7:15 NIV). But 
Jesus simply did not address such situations. He 
is stating a principle, not spelling out “case law.” 
His words are where we must begin.

T H E DISCI PLES’ R ESP ONSE 
A N D T H E CELI B AT E LI FE 
Matthew 19:10–12
The disciples have been listening intently, and 
now they voice their astonishment: “If such is 
the case of a man with his wife, it is better not to 
marry” (v. 10). The disciples had thought, as did 
many Jews, that divorce, though regrettable, was 
lawful in many situations. Jesus has drastically 
limited the options. The only thing left, they 
conclude, is the single life. That would be most 
unusual in their culture, where it was assumed 
that everyone would marry.

Jesus’ response to them is to agree: the single 
life IS an option, but “not everyone can receive 
this saying” (v. 11). Some commentators think 
“this saying” refers to Jesus’ teaching about 
divorce and remarriage. Others, including this 
writer, believe Jesus is addressing the disciples’ 
proposal that a single life would be preferable. 
But not for everyone! Not even for most. In His 
explanation, Jesus uses the word “eunuch” as 
an umbrella term for those who either cannot 
marry or choose not to. Jesus lists three kinds of 
“eunuchs” (all in v. 12):

a. those who “have been so from birth,” 
whose physiology prevents them from 
being husbands or fathers;

b. those who “have been made eunuchs by 
men,” slaves who have been castrated 
to render them harmless to the king’s 
harem; and

c. those who “have made themselves 
eunuchs,” that is, by choosing the single 
life in order to devote themselves to the 
work of God’s kingdom.

In summary, Jesus here teaches that the single, 
celibate life is an option for His followers, but 
only for those “able to receive” it (v. 12). Paul 
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himself was such a man (1 Cor. 7:7), and he 
also viewed celibacy as a worthwhile option for 
those who were able to “exercise self-control” 
(v. 9) so that they might give “undivided devotion 
to the Lord” and His work (v. 35). The Lutheran 
Confessions quote this passage to show that 
the Church of Rome was contradicting Scripture 
when it insisted that all priests must remain 
unmarried regardless of their “giftedness” (AP 
XXIII 16, 21).

“LET T H E CH I LDR EN COME” 
Matthew 19:13–15
For the disciples, this chapter brings one 
perplexing thing after another! They were 
stunned at Jesus’ teaching on marriage. Now 
they will miscalculate badly about the importance 
of children.

Some parents brought their children to Jesus 
“that he might lay his hands on them and 
pray” (v. 13). Because they shared the common 
perception of children as unimportant, the 
disciples “rebuked” (v. 13) the parents for 
wasting Jesus’ time like this. Likely they wanted 
to protect Him for more “important” concerns, 
but Jesus sees children differently. Have the 
disciples so quickly forgotten the way He 
placed a child in their midst in explaining true 
greatness (18:2–4)? It is precisely to the lowly, 
seemingly insignificant people that He is bringing 
the kingdom of heaven! “Let the little children 
come to me and do not hinder them, for to such 
belongs the kingdom of heaven” (19:14). Then He 
blessed those little ones.

Our baptism of infants testifies to our 
commitment to “let the little children come” 
(v. 14) to Jesus. In recent years, pastors and 
congregations have adopted other practices 
that underscore His care for children. Children’s 
sermons and the blessing of the young at the 

altar during the Lord’s Supper say to children 
that they are important to God.

T H E R ICH YO U NG M A N 
Matthew 19:16–22
The scene now shifts from the children who 
appear insignificant to a young man the disciples 
would no doubt regard as very important—a man 
with “great possessions” (v. 22). Jews generally 
regarded wealthy people as especially blessed 
by God. This man came to Jesus with a question. 
Unlike that of the Pharisees, his inquiry is a 
genuine search for truth: “Teacher, what good 
deed must I do to have eternal life?” (v. 16). 
Already we can see that he is not yet a disciple, 
for he calls Jesus “Teacher” instead of “Lord” 
(the term disciples always use in Matthew). 
What’s more, his question betrays a focus on 
himself and indicates a conviction that salvation 
is a matter of doing “good deed[s]” (v. 16).

Jesus has been approached as a teacher, so for 
the moment He gives a teacher’s answer: “Why 
do you ask me about what is good? There is only 
one who is good” (v. 17). Jesus speaks of “what 
is good” with a neuter noun, and then follows by 
speaking of “one who is good” with a masculine 
noun. Instead of searching out good things to do, 
this young man should seek God Himself. For now, 
Jesus continues answering the way a regular 
teacher would: “If you would enter life, keep the 
commandments” (v. 17). This is surprising, for 
Jesus nowhere else in Matthew connects eternal 
life with keeping the commandments.

“Which ones?” asks the man (v. 18). Jesus 
willingly continues the teacher role. He lists 
the fifth, sixth, seventh, eighth, and fourth 
commandments (second table commands about 
loving the neighbor) and sums it up with “love 
your neighbor as yourself” (Lev. 19:18). The 
young man rejects Jesus’ answer as insufficient: 
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“All these I have kept” (Matt. 19:20), and it isn’t enough. He isn’t satisfied. This “teacher” has taught 
him nothing new.

Round one brought the man’s question, Jesus’ answer, and the man’s dissatisfaction. Now there 
comes another round. Once more the man poses the question: “What do I still lack?” This time Jesus’ 
answer leads him further: “If you would be perfect” (v. 21). The word “perfect” means “complete.” 
We can almost see the young man leaning forward. Now finally he will hear something definitive. 
Jesus speaks, no longer as a teacher of the Torah of Moses, but as the Lord Christ who has come 
in the flesh: “Go, sell what you possess and give to the poor . . . and come, follow me” (v. 21). A 
hammer blow!

The young man wanted something to DO. Here it is: “Sell your possessions and give away the 
proceeds. Then begin following Me!” Eternal life, finally, is a matter of one’s connection with Jesus. 
In terms of the Torah of Moses, Jesus has brought the young man back to the first commandment. No 
longer can the young man merely call Him teacher. Jesus must be Lord with absolute obedience . . . 
or nothing. The young man does not obey, and now we see the real issue: “He went away sorrowful, 
for he had great possessions” (v. 22).

T H E DISCI PLE A N D W E A LT H 
Matthew 19:23–26
For a third time in the chapter the disciples struggle to understand, and once more Jesus must correct 
their faulty perception. They had seen the young man, materially blessed and spiritually hungry, as a 
likely candidate for salvation. But Jesus saw him differently: “Truly, I say to you, only with difficulty 
will a rich person enter the kingdom of heaven” (v. 23). The young man went away sorrowfully.

Jesus was not opposing wealth generally, nor asking all disciples to do what He asked this young 
man who had a problematic attachment to his possessions. Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob had been 
wealthy—so was Job, before and after his trials; so were David and Solomon; and so, we will later 
learn, was Joseph of Arimathea, a secret disciple of Jesus (27:57). Nevertheless, the spiritual peril 
that comes with riches He makes clear, and then adds an illustrative proverb: “It is easier for a camel 
to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich person to enter the kingdom of God” (19:24).

As with their understanding of marriage, and then with the 
importance of children, their world has turned upside down!
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A few manuscripts have a similar-looking 
Greek noun that means “rope” instead of 
“camel,” probably to soften the impact of this 
saying. Some have guessed that there was a 
gate in Jerusalem’s wall called the Needle’s 
Eye, which was just large enough to admit 
one camel, minus saddles and packs and on 
its knees (in similar fashion a human must 
shed his possessions and kneel before God!). 
But there is no evidence such a gate ever 
existed. The very same proverb is used later 
in the Koran. We must let Jesus’ exaggerated 
proverb stand as is and let it astonish us, 
too. Jesus means what He says. Riches are 
perilous to one’s soul.

Why are riches problematic? What extra 
barrier does a rich person face? We 
ourselves can see that wealth is a means 
to secure all that one’s greed or lust may 
desire. What’s more, wealth gives its 
possessor the illusion of power—power not 
only to acquire but to control. Jesus has 
already spoken clearly that money becomes 
a rival god called mammon (6:24).

The dumbfounded disciples respond, “Who 
then can be saved?” (19:25). As with their 
understanding of marriage, and then with 
the importance of children, their world has 
turned upside down! They see, correctly, the 
absolute poverty of human beings, so Jesus is 
quick to speak a word of wondrous comfort: 
“With man this is impossible, but with God 
all things are possible” (v. 26). He wants 
them to acknowledge two things: the utter 
helplessness of sinful humans, but also God’s 
amazing generosity, His extraordinary grace 
to those who see and know their spiritual 
poverty. Such a God can save even the rich.

T W ELV E T H RON ES 
Matthew 19:27–30
His words strike a hopeful chord with Peter, 
who again speaks for the others: “See, 
we have left everything and followed you. 
What then will we have?” (v. 27). Jesus’ 
straightforward answer reveals that Peter has 
not spoken foolishly, but that his question is 
valid. Indeed, what He promises Peter is so 
grand that we are left with our own questions 
after reading it. He says that “in the new 
world, when the Son of Man will sit on his 
glorious throne, you . . . will also sit on twelve 
thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel” (v. 
28). What does this mean?

The term translated “new world” literally 
means “regeneration” or even “rebirth.”

When this tired old creation is finally replaced, 
reborn as something wholly new, these twelve 
will somehow assist in the final judgment. 
Indeed, some have guessed that the apostles 
are the “least of these my brothers” to whom 
Jesus refers in 25:40, 45, as if to say to those 
being judged, “Yes, these brothers sitting here 
with me!”

Whatever the exact picture is that Jesus 
describes, the import is clear. These twelve 
apostles hold a special office and will play 
a special role at Judgment Day and beyond. 
Then He immediately broadens this amazing 
promise to “everyone” (v. 29) who has 
left something or someone to follow Him. 
Stop worrying. Stop comparing yourself 
with others. Drink in the amazing grace He 
promises in the face of anything you might 
suffer for Him just now. “The last [will be] 
first” (v. 30)!
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PE R SONA L A PPLIC AT ION

Thank you, gracious Lord, for calling me to serve in Your vineyard. Equip 
me with Your Word for the work You give me. Make this study time 

productive, for my good and Your glory. In Jesus’ name. Amen.

For Review
1. What were the respective views of Shammai and Hillel about divorce? How did Jesus’ teaching differ 

from both?

2. How did Jesus use eunuchs to teach about life as a single person?

3. What was the most surprising or challenging thing you learned in this lesson?

Matthew 20:1–16
4. How is the picture of a vineyard used in Isaiah 5:1–7? Psalm 80:8–19? What does it signify here?

5. What time of day is the third hour? Sixth hour? Ninth hour? Eleventh hour?

6. With whom do you identify in this story—the workers hired early or the workers hired late? Depending on 
which group you chose, how do you feel about the landowner’s pay policy?

7. What is Jesus teaching about God’s way of dealing with people?

Matthew 20:17–28
8. What new information does Jesus impart in this third prediction (cf. 16:21 and 17:22–23)? Based on the 

context, how imminent is His death?

9. Why do you think James and John’s mother did this?

 a) Her sons put her up to it.

 b) That’s what mothers do!

 c) She (and they) still had the wrong idea about the kingdom.
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10. Why were the other disciples angry? What kinds of situations provoke similar feelings in you?

11. What’s the meaning of the cup to which Jesus refers in 20:22? How does it relate to His prediction in vv. 
18–19? (See also Matt. 26:39, 42; Is. 51:17–23; Jer. 25:15–16.)

12. Do you think of someone in your congregation as “great”? If so, why?

Matthew 20:29–34
13. Read the story of the blind man in Luke 18:35–43 and compare it with this one. Do you think the two 

accounts are describing the same incident? If so, how would you “harmonize” the differences in detail?

14. What is striking about the way the blind men address Jesus?

15. Once healed, what do the blind men do?

16. If Jesus said, “What do you want me to do for you?” how would you answer?

MEMORY VERSE
Matthew 20:27–28 “Whoever would be first among you must be your slave, even as the Son of Man came not 

to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.”
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THE LABORERS IN  THE V INEYARD – MATTHEW 20:1–16 129

PASSION PREDICT ION AND A MOTHER’S REQUEST  
MATTHEW 20:17–28 130

BLIND MEN CRY FOR HEAL ING – MATTHEW 20:29–34 132

PERSONAL APPL ICAT ION 133

GET I N LI N E
Some days we spend a lot of time simply waiting in line. You know the 
drill. The DMV is crowded and you make your way to the desk. “Take a 
number and have a seat,” says the clerk. You know you’re in for a long 
morning when she calls 37 and you hold number 55. There are lines at 
the post office when you need to mail your Christmas package to the 
kids; lines at the grocery store when all you’re buying is a gallon of 
milk; and traffic jams when you’re anxious about getting to the airport.

We have feelings while waiting in line, especially if someone tries to 
cut in. We learned early to see whose turn it was and to say, “That’s not 
fair!” Then someone older and wiser gave us that unwelcome counsel: 
“Life isn’t fair. Get used to it.”

Matthew 20 brings us our Lord’s own wisdom about being last and 
first, about our place in line and our place in the heart of God. He tells 
a story about a payday in the vineyard that made some of the workers 
cry, “Unfair!” He deals with a mother who wanted her boys moved to the 
head of the line while onlookers seethed with resentment. As He does 
so, we see our own self-centeredness with painful clarity. Along the way, 
He shows that God is more than fair for those who will trust Him.

He shows that God is more than fair 
for those who will trust Him.

Matthew
l a s T  a n d  F i r s T  i n  T h e  k i n G d o m
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T H E L A B OR ER S I N T H E V I N EYA R D 
Matthew 20:1–16
Chapter 19 ended with the oft-quoted adage 
about life under God’s reign: “Many who are first 
will be last, and the last first” (v. 30). This chapter 
begins with a parable (unique to Matthew) that 
illustrates that principle and explains why it is 
true. At the end of that parable, the adage will be 
repeated, but reversed: “The last will be first, and 
the first last” (20:16).

Why is it this way in the kingdom of God? Ah, 
because that’s the way a gracious, generous God 
operates! Jesus invites us to watch a fascinating 
scene unfold: “The kingdom of heaven is like 
a master of a house who went out early in the 
morning to hire laborers for his vineyard” (v. 1). 
In the Old Testament, a vineyard is a familiar 
image for Israel itself. God brought His “vine” 
out of Egypt, drove out the nations, and planted 
it (Ps. 80:8). He looked for sweet grapes but was 
disappointed when it yielded bitter “wild grapes” 
instead (Is. 5:2). Isaiah went on to describe 
how God determined to punish His unproductive 
vineyard by breaking down its wall and letting 
it be “trampled” (v. 5), a prophecy powerfully 
fulfilled by the Babylonian conquest of Jerusalem 
in 586 BC, but now that vineyard’s master has 
arrived and given His vineyard a new lease on 
life. Fruit is setting on the vines. All that is needed 
is a sufficient number of workers for the harvest.

The first half of the parable describes the 
landowner’s diligent hiring process. The normal 
workday in Israel was from sunup to sundown, 
6 a.m. to 6 p.m. The master in the story is 
determined not only that there shall be an 
abundant harvest, but that everyone will be 
able to help. He goes out five separate times to 
recruit workers, starting at sunup, then again at 
9 a.m. (“the third hour”), noon (“the sixth hour”), 
and 3 p.m. (“the ninth hour”) and finally 5 p.m., 

just one hour before the workday ended. For the 
first group hired, he promises “a denarius,” the 
customary wage for a day laborer (Matt. 20:2). 
To the next groups he says, “Whatever is right I 
will give you” (v. 4). There is no discussion of pay 
with the last group, hired only one hour before 
sundown. They are simply told, “You go into the 
vineyard too” (v. 7).

The second half narrates the surprising end of 
that workday. According to Jewish law (Deut. 
24:14–15; Lev. 19:13), workers were to be paid at 
the end of each day so that poor men would not 
be burdened by having to wait for their money. It 
soon becomes obvious that this landowner is not 
calculating what will be best for his business! His 
eye is not on his “bottom line” but on the welfare 
of the men he brought to work.

We are the workers! All of us who have heard 
the master’s invitation into the vineyard are 
here invited to consider His summons and what 
we’ve been promised if we come. Who are the 
latecomers, those “five o’clock fellows” who 
barely get there before sunset and wind up first 
in line? Are they the Gentiles who were called 
after the Jews, as some commentators think? 
Or is Jesus simply describing the different and 
sometimes delayed responses of people to God’s 
call? Think of the thief on the cross, who came, 
we might say, one minute before the closing 
whistle blew! The story calls us to reflect on when 
we responded to the master’s invitation. Some of 
us came early; some came late.

The astonishing moment in this story is the 
moment each worker is paid. That moment can 
be taken as the Day of Judgment, the hour when 
each receives what God chooses to give, but it 
also demonstrates what life in God’s kingdom 
is at any and every moment and how people He 
has called react to one another. In the parable 
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the master instructs his foreman, “Call the 
laborers and pay them their wages, beginning 
with the last, up to the first” (Matt. 20:8). We 
can almost feel ourselves standing in line 
watching. “Each of them received a denarius” 
(v. 9). Then came “those hired first” who 
“thought they would receive more, but each of 
them also received a denarius” (v. 10).

First surprise; then shock. Those hired early 
grumble at the master: “These last worked 
only one hour, and you have made them equal 
to us who have borne the burden of the day” 
(v. 12). It’s NOT FAIR! That was the complaint 
of the prodigal son’s elder brother (Luke 
15:29–30). It’s the sort of complaint you might 
hear muttered under the breath of the charter 
members of a congregation who resent the 
fuss made over the newcomers. “We’ve been 
here for all these years.” The problem, of 
course, arises whenever we start comparing 
ourselves to others. Who was first in line? Who 
worked harder? Accomplished more?

In the kingdom of heaven, says Jesus, 
all such comparison must be forever put 
aside. For the heart of the Gospel is not the 
accomplishments of the workers, but the 
generosity and grace of the master! “In the 
kingdom of God the principles of merit and 
ability may be set aside so that grace can 
prevail” (Simon Kistemaker). God’s way of 
dealing with people is to “give to this last 
worker as I give to you” (Matt. 20:14). It is 
ALL HIS! The vineyard is His. The choice to 
call us was His. The decision to give to all 
alike is also His. “Or do you begrudge my 
generosity?” (v. 15). For those hired first, He 
is fair. For those hired last, He is more than 
fair. That’s the kind of master He is.

PA SSION PR EDICT ION A N D A 
MOT H ER’S R EQ U EST 
Matthew 20:17–28
The company sets off again toward Jerusalem; 
and for a third time, Jesus predicts His 
death. It is the longest, most explicit of the 
predictions. As with His second prediction 
(17:22–23), Jesus mentions His betrayal—
“delivered into” means to be given into 
another’s custody (v. 22). In 10:4, the same 
word is used to describe Judas as the one who 
“betrayed” Him. In this prediction, Matthew 
alone records Jesus’ word that the Gentiles 
are to carry out the execution. For the first 
time we read that He will be “crucified” after 
being “mocked” and “flogged” (20:19). It will 
be at the hands of the Romans, for the Romans 
alone had authority to crucify.

Remarkably, after EACH prediction, the 
disciples do or say something that indicates 
they have not understood it at all! After the 
first, Peter rebukes Jesus’ plan (16:22).

The second prediction provokes distress 
(17:23). That they have not understood is 
revealed by their ensuing question, “Who is 
the greatest?” (18:1). Now, after the third 
prediction, James and John, with their mother 
as a spokesperson, make a very self-serving 
request for the chief seats in the kingdom!

In Mark’s account, James and John approach 
Jesus by themselves (Mark 10:35). Here they 
approach with their mother, who speaks their 
request for them. Almost certainly, her sons 
had put her up to it. Jesus initially asks, “What 
do you [singular] want?” (Matt. 20:21). Later 
He says, “You [plural] do not know what you 
are asking” (v. 22).
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Was it because only days earlier He had spoken 
to the disciples about the “twelve thrones” they 
were to occupy at the judgment (19:28)? Or could 
this have been an attempt to gain a family favor?

Favoring the latter possibility, some Bible 
students guess that she was Jesus’ aunt, the 
sister mentioned in John 19:25. “The mother 
of the sons of Zebedee” (called Salome in Mark 
15:40) appears again at the cross (Matt. 27:56). 
If true, that would make James and John cousins 
of Jesus and would explain why they were bold 
to ask for special privileges as His relatives. But 
Jesus declines for two reasons. First of all, the 
brothers do not understand what they are asking 
for, since (as He has explained three times now) 
what awaits Him in Jerusalem is suffering and 
death: “Are you able to drink the cup that I am 
to drink?” (20:22). They think they are asking for 
prestige and prominence at the judgment. They 
do not realize what drinking from His cup entails!

The cup to which Jesus refers in v. 22 is a 
metaphor used 14 times in the Old Testament 
for the way God will deliver judgment and wrath 
to His enemies. Isaiah uses it to describe the 
wrath God makes disobedient Jerusalem, and 
later, Jerusalem’s “tormentors” (Is. 51:17–23) 
drink. Jeremiah employs the same imagery (Jer. 
25:15–29). Jesus Himself will use it again when 
He prays in Gethsemane for “this cup” to pass 
(Matt. 26:39, 42). Jesus is here saying He will 
travel to Jerusalem to receive God’s outpoured 
wrath against the sin of all God’s enemies . . . 
that includes us! Are the brothers ready to drink 
that cup? They respond impetuously, “We are 
able!” “You will drink my cup,” Jesus replies. 
James would become the first apostolic martyr 
(Acts 12:2), and John would be exiled to Patmos 
(Rev. 1:9).

Jesus then gives a second reason for refusing 
the request: “To sit at my right hand and at my 
left is not mine to grant, but it is for those for 
whom it has been prepared by my Father” (Matt. 
20:23). Those two places on His right and left, we 
shall see, will be occupied by two thieves while 
the placard over His head will proclaim that He is 
the very “King of the Jews” (27:37). This mother 
herself will see it (27:56)!

Their request provokes resentment among the 
other ten, who are just as ignorant of what is 
to come as James and John, and just as self-
absorbed. Will another argument about greatness 
erupt? Jesus heads it off by using this teachable 
moment to explain, once more, that greatness in 
the kingdom is not about position and privilege, 
but about service. The Gentiles, He explains, are 
busy jockeying for position, but “it shall not be so 
among you. But whoever would be great among 
you must be your servant [Greek, diakonos], 
and whoever would be first must be your slave 
[Greek, doulos]” (20:26–27). Jesus Himself, the 
rightful king, has come to do this very thing! “The 
Son of Man came not to be served but to serve 
[Greek, diakoneesai], and to give his life as a 
ransom for many” (v. 28).

The Greek noun lytron (“ransom”) occurs only 
here and in the parallel passage in Mark 10:45. 
It is a payment given to set someone free from 
slavery. Jesus is calling the disciples to have a 
new understanding of the way God reigns among 
people—Jesus has come to be the pattern, a king 
who rules by serving! What’s more, He Himself 
will drain the cup of wrath—the ransom payment 
that frees them from the old slavery to sin so that 
they willingly undertake a life of service to others. 
Slaves freed to serve—that’s what they and we 
are to be. It is a word especially pertinent to 
pastors and others who aspire to be leaders.
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B LI N D MEN CRY FOR H E A LI NG 
Matthew 20:29–34
The final act of Jesus before He enters 
Jerusalem is the healing of two blind men 
near Jericho. All three Synoptics record this 
story (see Mark 10:46–52; Luke 18:35–43), 
a fact that provides several insights into 
Matthew’s unique perspective. One point of 
tension between the three is the location. 
Were Jesus and His disciples headed “out 
of Jericho” (Matt. 20:29) or did this happen 
“as he drew near to Jericho” (Luke 18:35)? 
Strangely, Mark almost says both in the 
same verse: “And they came to Jericho. 
And as he was leaving Jericho” (Mark 
10:46). Another point of tension is the fact 
that Matthew’s story is about two men, 
while both others have a single man. Mark 
supplies a name (Bartimaeus) and describes 
him as a “beggar” (Matt. 20:46).

This tension is not just a modern problem. 
Saint Augustine (fourth century) held 
that there were two healings, one when 
Jesus entered the city, another as He left 
(Ulrich Luz). Lutheran professor Arthur 
Just, however, points out that there were 
actually two cities of Jericho in Jesus’ day, 
one the Old Testament site and the other, 
not far away, rebuilt by King Herod. He 
maintains that the tension “can be resolved 
by reference to the space between ‘old 
Jericho’ and Herod’s new Jericho.” Further, 

Matthew’s two blind men might certainly 
include one named Bartimaeus.

There is another reason for Matthew to 
emphasize the presence of both men while 
Mark and Luke do not. Matthew has earlier 
told of another healing of two blind men 
(9:27–31)! In both accounts, the men cry 
out for mercy. In both they address Jesus 
as “Son of David” and “Lord,” titles used 
only by believers in Matthew’s narrative. 
In both, finally, the men receive their sight. 
The deliberate comparison between the 
two accounts in Matthew displays the 
uniqueness of the present moment as Jesus 
approaches Jerusalem (Gibbs).

How so? In the earlier account, Jesus sternly 
charged the two blind men to keep silence 
about Him (9:30) because it was not yet 
the time for public confrontation with the 
authorities. But now there is no such charge. 
Even though the crowds rebuke the two and 
tell them to “be silent” (20:31), Jesus makes 
no such command, for His time has come. 
Jesus is about to enter Jerusalem for a final 
confrontation with His enemies.

The blind men, now healed, “followed him” 
on His way to Jerusalem (v. 34). They are not 
opportunists, but disciples. Where He goes, 
they will go. They are a model for us.

Where He goes, they will go. They are a model for us.
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PER SONA L A PPLIC AT ION

Gracious Lord, as I study Your Word, grant me grace to follow You, my humble king, on Your 
way to the cross, and bear my simple witness to You. I ask it for Your name’s sake. Amen.

For Review
1. What does the parable of the vineyard workers teach us about God’s mysterious ways?

2. What evidence would you cite from the past two lessons that the disciples simply have not understood the 
mission or intentions of Jesus?

Matthew 21:1–11
3. Using a map of Jerusalem from your Bible or from the Internet, locate Bethany, Bethphage, the Mount of 

Olives, and the temple so that you can track the events of this chapter.

4. When do you jump on the bandwagon and when do you stand apart and critique popular political or 
religious gatherings?

5. At last another fulfillment (v. 4)! Where does Matthew’s citation come from? How does his quoted portion 
compare with the original? With John’s parallel citation (John 12:15)?

6. How many animals are involved in the original source? In Matthew 21? In John 12? Any significance in the 
KIND of animal Jesus used?

7. Do you think the “crowds” (Matt. 21:8–9) were Jerusalem residents or out-of-towners? (Read 20:29 and 
21:10–11.)

Matthew 21:12–17
8. Where was the first place Jesus went in Jerusalem? What’s the first thing He did? What Old Testament 

passage did He quote to explain His action?

9. What “little ones” did Jesus encounter in the temple? What reaction did they receive from Jesus? From the 
religious leaders? What passage does Jesus cite to those leaders?
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10. If Jesus made a visit to your church, would He have to turn over any tables? What about in your own home? 
Your own personal life?

Matthew 21:18–22
11. Most students think the cursing of the fig tree is not simply an expression of Jesus’ impatience or 

disappointment with a tree, but a symbolic act (or enacted parable) depicting Jerusalem. If so, what would 
the absence of fruit mean? What would the curse and withering communicate?

12. How does Jesus turn this incident into a teachable moment for the disciples?

13. What large “mountain” would you like to see God move in your own life?

Matthew 21:23–27
14. Rephrase the questions of the religious leaders in today’s language.

15. According to Jesus, what are the two possible sources of authority?

Matthew 21:28–46
16. Twice in this chapter, Jesus refers to John the Baptist (vv. 25, 32). How does the parable of the two sons 

explain the reactions John received?

17. As a child, which of these two sons typified you response to your parents? Which one more accurately 
describes your adult reaction to God?

18. In the parable of the tenants, who is the vineyard owner? Who are the tenants? The servants? The son? 
What is Jesus threatening in vv. 43–44?

19. What Scripture does Jesus quote to them? Who or what is the “stone the builders rejected”? What two 
purposes does the stone serve? (Read also 1 Peter 2:6–8; Rom. 9:32–33; 1 Cor. 1:23.)

20. In what ways, if any, do you see this second parable being enacted in the world around us?

MEMORY WORK
Use this week to review the verses you have committed to memory. Share with your small group those verses that 
have particular importance for you personally.
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THE K ING ON A DONKEY – MATTHEW 21:1–11 136

CLEANSING THE TEMPLE – MATTHEW 21:12–17 137

CURSING THE F IG  TREE –  MATTHEW 21:18–22 138

“BY WHAT AUTHORITY?” –  MATTHEW 21:23–27 139

PARABLES AGAINST H IS  OPPONENTS  
MATTHEW 21:28–46 139

PERSONAL APPL ICAT ION 141

Jesus plans a highly visible entrance 
rich with symbolism.

T H E W EEK T H AT CH A NGED T H E WOR LD
For Christians, the week before Easter is called Holy Week. On Palm 
Sunday (or the Sunday of the Passion) many congregations distribute 
palm leaf strips or branches for parishioners to wave during a 
procession of the congregation into the nave. Some employ lengthy 
Gospel readings from the center aisle. Maundy Thursday brings a 
special observance of Holy Communion, perhaps as a part of a Seder 
meal, followed in some places by the stripping of the altar. Good 
Friday services frequently employ a form of Tenebrae, the “service of 
darkness,” which recalls the darkness that descended on the cross 
from the sixth to the ninth hour. The week culminates in the joy and 
pageantry of Easter, a high day that draws people to church who may 
not participate otherwise during the year.

All of it underlines the importance of the “week that changed the 
world.” Jesus entered Jerusalem to complete the mission His Father 
gave Him to “save his people from their sins” (Matt. 1:21). His humble 
but triumphal entry into Jerusalem brings us to the climax of this 
“greatest story ever told.” Matthew describes it in detail, devoting 
nearly 30 percent of his narrative (8 chapters out of 28) to the 
events of this singular week. In this chapter we join the throng that 
accompanies the rightful king into the city where He will face His 
enemies. We have come to the final portion of the road to the cross.

Matthew
T h e  k i n G  o n  a  d o n k e y
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T H E K I NG ON A D ON K EY 
Matthew 21:1–11
Jesus and His disciples travel from Jericho 
up to Jerusalem, a 17-mile journey that gains 
3,000 feet in elevation. Coming to the village 
of Bethphage (“House of Figs”) just east of 
Jerusalem, He commands two of His disciples, 
“Go into the village in front of you, and 
immediately you will find a donkey tied, and a 
colt with her. Untie them and bring them to me” 
(v. 2). The time of silence and secrecy is over. 
The king is coming!

Jesus plans a highly visible entrance rich with 
symbolism. His use of a donkey as His mount, 
Matthew explains, is a public proclamation of 
His kingship, a fulfillment of Old Testament 
prophecy: “This took place to fulfill what was 
spoken by the prophet . . . ‘Say to the daughter 
of Zion, Behold, your king is coming to you, 
humble, and mounted on a donkey, on a colt, 
the foal of a beast of burden’” (vv. 4–5). The 
citation actually combines two prophecies, 
Isaiah 62:11 (“Say to the daughter of Zion”) and 
Zechariah 9:9 (“Behold, your king is coming to 
you . . . humble and mounted on a donkey”). 
The quote from Zechariah omits a significant 
line (“righteous and having salvation is he”) in 
order to stress Jesus’ humble and peaceable 
approach. In riding a donkey rather than a 
warhorse, Jesus is telling the people, “I am 
your Messiah, but I do not come with political or 
military ambitions.”

All four evangelists tell the story, but only 
Matthew notes that the disciples brought Him 
two animals, not one. The disciples “brought 
the donkey and the colt, and put on them their 
cloaks, and he sat on them” (Matt. 21:7). In 
an almost humorous way, Matthew wants the 
reader to know that the prophecy of Zechariah 

(“on a donkey, on a colt”) has been fulfilled, 
even though it is clear that the prophet, 
employing poetic parallelism, was speaking of 
only one animal! It is simply common sense 
that Jesus would not ride two animals at once! 
“Them” at the end of v. 7 likely refers not to the 
animals, but to the “cloaks” on which He sat.

Jesus clearly announces Himself as king, 
and the crowds boisterously acknowledge 
Him, shouting, “Hosanna to the Son of David! 
Blessed is he who comes in the name of the 
Lord! Hosanna in the highest!” (v. 9). “Hosanna” 
translates a Hebrew expression meaning “save 
now,” but by that time it had become a joyous 
shout of praise, here addressed to Jesus as 
Messiah (“Son of David” occurs seven times 
in Matthew). The second line (“Blessed is he 
who comes”) is a quote from Psalm 118:26. He 
deserves a royal welcome, not only from people, 
but from the angelic host (“in the highest”). 
Jesus will later quote this same psalm in His 
debate with the religious leaders (Matt. 21:42).

One question often asked is how the crowds, so 
adoring here, could turn on Jesus and call for His 
crucifixion just days later. But the two “crowds” 
are comprised of different people. In vv. 10–11 
there is a clear distinction between the “crowds 
that went before him and that followed him” and 
the residents of Jerusalem who asked, “Who is 
this?” These crowds are pilgrims arriving with 
Him from Jericho (20:29) and probably some 
all the way from Galilee. They have seen His 
miracles and heard His preaching, and they 
identify Him to the curious city dwellers as “the 
prophet Jesus, from Nazareth of Galilee.” The 
“crowd” that chose Barabbas and called for 
Jesus’ crucifixion on Friday (27:15–23) is not 
comprised of His followers, but rather those 
curious and skeptical city dwellers.
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CLE A NSI NG T H E T E MPLE 
Matthew 21:12–17
The first place Jesus goes is the temple. All 
four Gospels record a “cleansing” there, but its 
placement in the flow of the story differs. In John, 
the temple cleansing happens near the beginning 
of His ministry (John 2:13–22), whereas the 
Synoptics record it here in the final week before 
His crucifixion (see Mark 11:11, 15–19; Luke 
19:45–46). Carson and others make the case that 
this significant difference indicates two separate 
“cleansings.” It must also be observed, however, 
that the evangelists sometimes arranged their 
material not to construct an accurate chronology, 
but to highlight themes they desired to stress. In 
either case, there was a dramatic confrontation 
between Jesus and the temple authorities!

Why was a “cleansing” necessary? The temple 
in Jerusalem consisted of an inner sanctuary, 
entered only by the priests, surrounded by a 
series of four courtyards. In descending order 
they were the courts of the priests, Israelite men, 
Israelite women, and Gentiles. In that outermost 
court of the Gentiles the temple authorities had 
arranged booths (called the Bazaars of Annas) to 
provide worshippers with animals that met the 
standards established for sacrifice. Other booths 
provided a place for worshippers who had foreign 
currency (often stamped with pagan symbols) to 
exchange it for coins used to pay the half-shekel 
temple tax (see Matt. 17:24).

Making such provision was a necessary service, 
especially for foreigners, but did such exchanges 
need to happen within the courtyard itself, 
which was part of the “temple” proper? What 
was worse, those booths became places where 
the authorities and merchants took advantage 
of people and charged exorbitant rates. Jesus 
strode in boldly and “drove out all who sold and 
bought in the temple, and he overturned the 
tables of the money-changers and the seats of 

those who sold pigeons” (21:12). John alone 
adds the detail that Jesus made a “whip of 
cords” to aid Him in the task.

As Jesus drives them out, He pronounces a 
righteous judgment on their activity: “It is written, 
‘My house shall be called a house of prayer’ 
but you make it a den of robbers” (v. 13). He is 
quoting two prophecies, Isaiah 56:7 and Jeremiah 
7:11, and in the process He’s asserting His 
authority over all that happened there. Filson 
wonders if He was consciously recalling Malachi 
3:1–2: “The Lord whom you seek will suddenly 
come to his temple . . . but who can endure the 
day of his coming?”

With the temple cleansed, Jesus sets about 
His ministry work: “The blind and the lame 
came to him in the temple and he healed them” 
(Matt. 21:14). The oral tradition of the Jews 
forbade blind and lame people from entering the 
temple courts and offering sacrifices, but Jesus 
welcomes them. Even little children catch the 
excitement and sing their own sweet hosannas 
to “the Son of David” (v. 15). God has revealed 
the truth to “little children” (11:25), while the 
supposedly “wise and understanding” chief 
priests and scribes fume! “Do you hear what 
these [children] are saying?” They complain; and 
once again Jesus chides them with Scripture 
(Ps. 8:2): “Yes; have you never read, ‘Out of the 
mouths of infants and nursing babies you have 
prepared praise’?” (Matt. 21:16). It prompts us 
to ask ourselves, “What is my own reaction to 
children in church?” “How interested am I in their 
little songs and questions?”

It had been an astonishing day, replete with 
“wonderful things” (v. 15). Since Jerusalem was 
crowded with Passover pilgrims, Jesus spent that 
night at Bethany (v. 17), probably at the home of 
His friends Mary, Martha, and Lazarus.
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CU R SI NG T H E FIG T R EE 
Matthew 21:18–22
The next morning, “as he was returning to the city, he became hungry” (v. 18). He spied 
a fig tree and sought its fruit, but found “only leaves. And he said to it, ‘May no fruit ever 
come from you again!’” (v. 19). The fig tree, Matthew says, “withered at once” (v. 19), an 
occurrence that left the disciples amazed: “How did the fig tree wither at once?” (v. 20). In 
Mark’s telling, the cursing of the tree took place on one day and the withering on the next 
(see Mark 11:12–14, 20ff.), with the temple cleansing in between. Matthew telescopes these 
events into a single day.

What prompted Jesus to do this? Readers have puzzled over this story, for this miracle 
seems borne of impatience or frustration rather than out of a compassion that sought to help 
or rescue anyone. A few writers criticize Jesus for expecting fruit from a tree months too 
early. Mark’s version of the story, in fact, reminds the reader that this was not the season for 
mature fruit (Mark 11:13). Passover happened in late spring, and figs did not get fully ripe 
until late summer. Carson notes, however, that Jesus might have expected green figs this 
early, and that they were edible, though not yet sweet. This tree in leaf advertised, but did 
not deliver!

Was the incident intended as a lesson? The placement of this story between the cleansing 
of the temple and the questioning of His authority by the religious leaders seems to point to 
the cursing of the tree as an enacted parable about “fruitless Jerusalem,” which advertised 
religiosity but did not deliver the fruit of genuine faith and obedience (cf. John’s warning in 
Matt. 3:10). In Luke 13:6–9, Jesus tells a parable about a barren fig tree that makes this 
very point—there the barren tree is threatened with destruction by its owner. Jerusalem 
itself would be “cut down” by the Romans in AD 70. Once again we must reflect: “How much 
of our religion today is show, and how much is genuine fruit?”

Jesus turns the disciples’ astonished question into a lesson on faith: “If you have faith and 
do not doubt . . . even if you say to this mountain, ‘Be taken up and thrown into the sea,’ 
it will happen. And whatever you ask in prayer, you will receive, if you have faith” (Matt. 
21:21–22). What “mountains” do we face that need moving so that we may live obediently 
and joyfully in God’s kingdom?

Once again we must reflect: “How much of our religion 
today is show, and how much is genuine fruit?”

M A T T H E W  2 1 : 1 – 4 6

LWBS138

18



“BY W H AT AU T HOR I T Y ?” 
Matthew 21:23–27
Jesus proceeds once more to the temple and begins 
teaching. Fresh with the memory of Jesus’ dramatic 
actions the day before (cleansing the temple and 
healing those blind and lame), the authorities 
confront Him with a challenge: “By what authority 
are you doing these things, and who gave you this 
authority?” (v. 23). We might say, “Who do you think 
you are?” Jesus’ reply is masterful. He responds 
to their question with a question of His own, a 
common procedure in rabbinic debate. If they would 
answer His, He would answer theirs. “The baptism 
of John, from where did it come? From heaven or 
from man?” (v. 25). His question is not simply a 
clever ploy. The profound point He makes is that 
His ministry and John’s are intimately connected. 
If they know the answer about John, they will have 
their answer about Jesus, whom John proclaimed.

They squirm as they ponder a response. If they 
acknowledge that John’s ministry and baptism 
were authorized by God, they will be revealed as 
unbelievers. If they deny it as a human invention, 
they will be out of favor with the crowds. They 
share King Herod’s fear of public opinion (see 
14:5)! So they say, “We do not know” (21:27). The 
religious leaders prove their incompetence to judge 
and reveal their unbelief. They cannot see what the 
crowds see clearly: John and Jesus have both come 
from God.

PA R A B LES AG A I NST H IS OPP ON EN TS 
Matthew 21:28–46
With His opponents on their heels, Jesus presses 
the issue. He tells them three parables (Matthew is 
fond of groupings of three), all of which indict the 
religious authorities for rejecting God’s spokesmen. 
The first and second each end with a question the 
leaders must answer.

The first parable (unique to Matthew) describes 
a father directing his two sons to work in his 
vineyard. The boys’ responses are diametrically 

opposed. The first answers, “I will not,” but 
afterward “he changed his mind and went” (v. 29). 
The second politely agrees, “I go, sir,” but he does 
not go (v. 30). Now Jesus faces the authorities 
with His question, “Which of the two did the will of 
his father?” (v. 31). This time, they answer, for it 
appears simple enough: “The first” (v. 31). Actions 
speak louder than words!

We need not guess about the meaning of the 
parable, for Jesus Himself supplies it. The 
impudent, defiant son represents “the tax collectors 
and the prostitutes” who initially say no to God 
but later respond by repenting and believing John 
the Baptist. The outwardly polite but ultimately 
disobedient son represents the religious leaders 
themselves. Seven times in three verses Jesus 
addresses them directly with the word “YOU,” 
identifying them as the son who is all talk and no 
action. Once again John the Baptist is the focal 
point of His accusation. Jesus says, in effect, “Just 
see how you responded to him.” You look polite and 
pious, but you refuse to repent and believe John’s 
message about God’s kingdom.

The shock value of the contrast between religious 
leaders and “tax collectors and prostitutes” is lost 
on us who are so used to hearing these parables. In 
our day, Jesus would shock us similarly if He said: 
“The terrorists and child molesters will go into the 
kingdom of God before you pastors and Sunday 
school teachers.” That would get our attention!

A second parable is recorded by all three Synoptics. 
As in the first parable, this takes place in a 
vineyard. It is a summary history of the nation 
of Israel and its response to God. The details of 
the story Jesus tells of the master who “planted 
a vineyard and put a fence around it and dug a 
winepress in it and built a tower” (v. 33) recall the 
picture Isaiah uses in Isaiah 5:1–3. Jesus’ parable 
adds “tenants” who were expected to work the 
vineyard and submit the “fruit” to the master (v. 34). 
But those tenants grew rebellious, responding to 
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the master’s “servants” with violence and murder. The rebellion culminates in the murder 
of the master’s own son: They “threw him out of the vineyard and killed him” (v. 39).

God is the vineyard master. The tenants are the people of Israel and especially their 
religious leaders (the “chief priests and elders” in v. 23), and the “servants” are the long 
line of prophets often abused and even murdered by the impenitent Israelites (see, for 
example, 1 Kings 18:4, 13; Jer. 26:20–23; 2 Chron. 24:20–22). Jesus Himself is the son 
who is about to be thrown out of the vineyard and killed. Once more, Jesus faces His 
opponents with a question: “What will [the owner of the vineyard] do to those tenants?” 
(Matt. 21:40). The religious leaders unwittingly pronounce their own doom: “He will put 
those wretches to a miserable death and let out the vineyard to other tenants who will give 
him the fruits” (v. 41).

Once more Jesus asks, “Have you never read?” (v. 42, cf. 19:4, 21:16), then cites Psalm 
118:22–23: “The stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone; this was 
the Lord’s doing, and it is marvelous in our eyes” (v. 42). The stone symbolism became 
important in the early church (Acts 4:11; Rom. 9:32–33; 1 Peter 2:6–8; 1 Cor. 1:23) to 
help Christians understand why Jesus, so crucial in God’s design, was rejected by so 
many of His own people. The “capstone” was the final stone installed on roof parapets and 
walls and signaled the completion of a building. Jesus Himself “caps” what God has been 
building. Psalm 118 was originally written about David. Builders like David’s family and 
even Samuel overlooked (“rejected”) David, but God chose him and made him a key to the 
kingdom. It is happening again to Jesus, the Son of David.

His enemies now see all too clearly that Jesus is “speaking about them” (Matt. 21:45). 
This “stone” (Jesus) will accomplish a second purpose as well. He will also be the agent 
of God’s judgment on those who reject Him. The authority of these religious leaders will be 
“broken to pieces” and the kingdom of God will be taken away from them “and given to a 
people producing . . . fruits” (vv. 43–44). There is a new people of God being formed. Even 
Gentiles will be part of it.

The chapter ends in tragic irony. Instead of taking to heart His warning, the religious 
leaders seek a way to arrest Jesus (v. 46), thus triggering the very situation He just 
described. In seeking to avoid what the passage has foretold, they hurry to fulfill it!
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PE R SONA L A PPLIC AT ION

Lord Jesus, be my teacher! Let me sit at Your feet today and bring You all those things that puzzle 
and perplex me. Speak to my heart and rule my life. For Your name’s sake I ask it. Amen.

For Review
1. Why did Jesus enter Jerusalem on a donkey?

2. Share the possible lessons to be drawn from His cursing of the fig tree.

Matthew 22:1–14
3. Identify some parallels between this parable and the preceding one about the vineyard and its tenants 

(21:33–39).

4. What’s surprising about the response of those originally invited (22:4–6)?

5. What do you think it means to be in the king’s presence without proper attire? Why is this ill-clad guest 
banished (vv. 11–13)?

Matthew 22:15–22
6. What’s the purpose of the three questions the Pharisees and Sadducees ask Jesus (vv. 15, 35)?
7. What would the consequences have been had Jesus simply said, “Pay the taxes”? If He had said, “Don’t pay 

the taxes”?

8. In your life, what belongs “to Caesar”? “To God”? How well are you meeting your obligations?

Matthew 22:23–33
9. Have you ever pondered whether husbands and wives will be married in heaven? Whether or not we will 

know each other there?

10. Why is the question about marriage in heaven strange coming from the Sadducees (see v. 23)?

11. The background of their question is the practice of “Levirate marriage.” What do you learn about this 
practice in Deuteronomy 25:5–10? What was the original purpose for it?
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Matthew 22:34–40
12. In response to the question about “the great commandment in the Law,” what is Jesus’ reply? What further 

light is shed on this by John 13:34–35?

13. Which is a greater challenge for you—to love God or to love other people?

Matthew 22:41–46
14. Jesus turns the tables on His opponents by asking them a question. What, specifically, does He ask them in 

v. 42?

15. In the quote from Psalm 110:1, who is meant by “the Lord”? “my Lord”?

16. What’s the difference between David’s “son” and David’s “Lord”? Are the two terms mutually exclusive?

17. What, for you personally, is the most puzzling thing about the identity of Jesus? The most wondrous thing?

MEMORY VERSE
Matthew 22:21 “Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s.”
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THE PARABLE OF THE WEDDING FEAST  
MATTHEW 22:1–14 144

TAXES TO CAESAR? – MATTHEW 22:15–22 145

MARRIAGE IN  HEAVEN? – MATTHEW 22:23–33 146

THE GREATEST COMMANDMENT? – MATTHEW 22:34–40 147

WHOSE SON IS  THE CHRIST? –  MATTHEW 22:41–46 148

PERSONAL APPL ICAT ION 149

Jesus attracted throngs of listeners when He spoke because 
His teaching was both fascinating and authoritative.

Q U EST IONS, Q U EST IONS
Parish pastors get lots of questions. Some are asked by the very young: 
“Will my dog go to heaven?” Others by those in their senior years: “What 
does the church say about cremation?” Many surface in confirmation 
class or adult Bible study: “What will happen to those who never heard 
about Jesus?” “Can people in heaven see what’s happening down here?” 
“Can a person who committed suicide be forgiven?”

Many of these are honest questions asked by people curious to know 
the will and plan of God. Sometimes other motives are in play. Someone 
might say with a sly smile, “I like to get a rise out of people.” This 
writer remembers a seminary class in which the students peppered the 
professor with questions just to derail an otherwise boring lecture!

Jesus attracted throngs of listeners when He spoke because His teaching 
was both fascinating and authoritative. His parables made people think. 
Some of them squirmed with discomfort. He too was asked questions by 
people with hidden agendas. Matthew makes special note of opponents 
whose questions were designed to test or even embarrass Him. They 
wanted to derail His ministry, but always His answers proved thoughtful 
and disarming. Frequently His counter-questions unveiled the malice and 
hypocrisy of His enemies. After a while they were afraid to ask any more, 
lest they look like fools.

Matthew
Q U e s T i o n  i n  T h e  T e m p l e
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Reading the account of Jesus’ final ministry in Jerusalem, especially the questions, reminds 
us that we are not the only ones doing the asking. God, in His turn, has questions for us. 
At the heart of them is one that Jesus posed in the temple: “What do you think about the 
Christ?” Eternity itself hangs on how we answer.

T H E PA R A B LE OF T H E W EDDI NG FE A ST 
Matthew 22:1–14
Before those questions come, Matthew completes the trio of parables Jesus speaks against 
His enemies. Each one portrays someone who should give a positive response but makes 
a rude refusal instead. In the first (21:28–32), a son whose father asks him to work in the 
vineyard gives a polite, “Yes,” followed by outright disobedience. In the second (21:33–40), 
some tenants who have leased a master’s vineyard decide to rebel instead of giving him the 
fruit they owe him. Chapter 22 brings us the final parable in the trio.

Still addressing the “chief priests and Pharisees” who are seeking to arrest Him (21:45–46), 
Jesus describes a third rude refusal, this time of an invitation to a wedding. A king giving a 
wedding feast for his son issues the invitations. Such a feast was not just a single meal (like 
our modern receptions), but also an event that lasted for days. The picture of a feast at the 
end of time appears in Isaiah 25:6–9. It is a banquet of rich food spread “for all peoples” (v. 
6), a joyous occasion when death will be swallowed up and tears wiped away. Those who 
come to the banquet say to one another, “Let us be glad and rejoice in his salvation” (v. 
9). In Revelation 19:7, the word here translated as “wedding feast” is used to describe the 
“marriage” of the Lamb (Jesus), which again prompts those invited to say, “Let us rejoice 
and exult.”

But not here! The invitations that ought to be received with gratitude and joy are surprisingly 
and stubbornly ignored. The invitees “would not come” (Matt. 22:3), and the tense of the 
Greek indicates a continuous action: “They kept on refusing.” In the face of their persistent 

The parable contains one final warning that 
must be taken to heart by all of us.
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refusal, the king “sent other servants” to repeat 
the invitation and explain that the animals have 
been slaughtered and that “everything is ready” 
(v. 4). As with the parable of the wicked tenants, 
the response of the invitees turns violent: “The 
rest seized his servants, treated them shamefully, 
and killed them” (v. 6).

The insulting and killing of the servants is a 
thinly veiled description of the hostile reception 
God’s prophets received from Israel. It is 
happening again, right here in Jerusalem! “I 
have come to invite you to the king’s banquet,” 
He tells the religious leaders in effect, “but you 
are refusing God’s invitation, plotting violence.” 
Violent rejection, Jesus warns, invites violent 
judgment from the king, as in the previous 
parable about the wicked tenants. The king in 
the parable “sent his troops and destroyed those 
murderers and burned their city” (v. 7). One 
cannot help but look ahead to the destruction 
of Jerusalem in AD 70 by the Roman army 
under Titus when the temple was burned and 
thousands perished.

Just as the vineyard owner had to find better 
tenants, here the king’s servants are dispatched 
to gather other guests (“both bad and good”) 
who will honor the invitation to the wedding. We 
gratefully see ourselves among them.

The parable contains one final warning that must 
be taken to heart by all of us. Then, as now, a 
wedding was a formal occasion that called for 
special attire. Failure to wear such clothing was 
a serious breach of etiquette and grounds for 
expulsion. In the parable, the king is surprised to 
find “a man who had no wedding garment” (v. 11). 
Some have conjectured that the host of a wedding 
in those days would have furnished guests with 
proper things to wear, but the evidence for this 
is inadequate (Carson). In any case, the guest 
knew very well he had made a serious mistake, as 
demonstrated by his speechlessness (v. 12).

In the kingdom of God, the proper attire is the 
“robe of righteousness” God furnishes (Is. 61:10), 
clothing very like what a bride and groom wear. At 
the marriage supper of the Lamb in Revelation 19, 
the bride (that’s us!) is given “fine linen, bright 
and pure,” which, the writer goes on to explain, 
“is the righteous deeds of the saints” (v. 8). Taken 
together, these passages make clear that God 
furnishes the righteousness He requires (see Rom. 
3:21–22). The expulsion of the man without a 
garment is a sobering reminder that the destiny of 
those who refuse what God provides will be “the 
outer darkness” that is hell itself (Matt. 22:13).

TAXES TO C A ESA R ? 
Matthew 22:15–22
Angered by the parables spoken “about them” 
(21:45), the Pharisees “went and plotted how 
to entangle him in his words” (22:15, cf. v. 35). 
The word translated “entangle” is the Greek 
pagideuoo, a hunting term (used only here in the 
New Testament) that refers to snaring an animal. 
They decide to pose questions that will trap Him 
and turn people against Him. Once again we see 
Matthew’s propensity to narrate his material in 
threes. Jesus has told three parables. Now they 
will ask three questions.

The first is a deceptively simple one, which, it 
seems, can only be answered with a yes or no: “Is 
it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar, or not?” (v. 17). 
The tax in question was a poll tax levied on every 
person from puberty to age 65. It was resented 
by the Jews because it reminded them that they 
were subject to a foreign power. Those who pose 
the question are strange bedfellows. Pharisees 
are nationalists, strongly opposed to Roman rule. 
But they have teamed up with the Herodians, 
a group that supported Herod Antipas and 
favored collaboration with the Romans. Normally 
opponents, the two groups agree that Jesus is the 
bigger problem for both. The dilemma they put 
before Jesus is clear. If He opposes the tax, He 
will be in trouble with the Romans. If He supports 
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it, He will lose favor with the common people. 
Either way, He’s a loser, isn’t He?

But Jesus is alert to their agenda: “Why put me 
to the test, you hypocrites? Show me the coin 
for the tax” (vv. 18–19). It was customary to pay 
the Roman tax with Roman currency. They bring 
Him a denarius, which bears an image of the 
emperor’s head and a Latin inscription calling 
Tiberius divus et pontifex maximus, “deified 
one and highest priest” (Mounce), words highly 
offensive to devoutly monotheistic Jews.

Looking up from the coin, Jesus gives His 
answer: “Render to Caesar the things that are 
Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s” 
(v. 21). He makes clear that one may discharge 
a lesser obligation in the civil realm while 
maintaining his greater allegiance to God. His 
answer “took them by surprise” (v. 22 NEB), and 
they “left him and went away.”

M A R R I AGE I N H E AV EN ? 
Matthew 22:23–33
Later that same day came a different group 
armed with a second question. The Sadducees 
had control of activity at the temple. From 
their ranks came those who served as high 
priests. They could be identified as theological 
conservatives who rejected the new ideas in 
the oral tradition accepted by the Pharisees, 
especially the notion of the resurrection and 
even the existence of angels (v. 23; see Acts 
23:8). If it wasn’t taught in the books of Moses, 
it wasn’t valid!

They address Him with mock respect, employing 
a term never used by His disciples: “Teacher, 
Moses said, ‘If a man dies having no children, 
his brother must marry the widow and raise up 
offspring for his brother’” (Matt. 22:24). The 
background of their question is the practice 

of “Levirate marriage” as commanded in 
Deuteronomy 25:5–10 (Latin, levir means 
“brother-in-law”). The original purpose for 
the command was to provide a legal heir for a 
brother who died before leaving children. The 
only clear example of the practice in the Old 
Testament is the story of Onan’s refusal to fulfill 
this obligation for his dead brother Er (Gen. 
38:1–11).

But the Sadducees take the question to a 
ridiculous extreme. Framing it as an actual event 
(“there were seven brothers among us”), they 
say that all seven brothers married the same 
woman in sequence, each dying before he could 
father a child, and that finally the woman herself 
died. Now comes the question, delivered (as we 
can well imagine) with a kind of smirk: “In the 
resurrection, therefore, of the seven, whose wife 
will she be? For they all had her” (Matt. 22:28). 
The difficulty of answering this question, they 
suppose, will render the whole notion of the 
resurrection absurd!

Jesus, who knows the Scriptures better than 
they do and will Himself soon demonstrate the 
power of God to raise the dead, flatly contradicts 
them: “You are wrong, because you know neither 
the Scriptures nor the power of God” (v. 29). 
The Sadducees have shown their ignorance by 
assuming, first, that if God raises the dead, He 
must bring them back to an existence just like 
this present one. But it is not so, “For in the 
resurrection, they neither marry nor are given 
in marriage, but are like angels in heaven” (v. 
30). God’s power is capable of raising people to 
a new kind of existence in which relationships 
are transformed and marriage is no longer 
necessary (in the presence of God we are no 
longer “lonely,” and in the absence of death we 
no longer need to reproduce).
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Will they accept only Moses? Very well then, Jesus will forego passages about the resurrection 
they would not accept (Is. 26:19; Dan. 12:2) and use Moses himself to prove that God raises the 
dead! “As for the resurrection of the dead, have you not read what was said to you by God: ‘I 
am the God of Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob’?” (Matt. 22:32, citing Ex. 
3:6). Now the stunning conclusion: “He is not God of the dead, but of the living” (Matt. 22:32). 
The patriarchs have died, but God is still their God. Somehow, they must be living, and God must 
raise the dead! The listening crowd is “astonished” and the Sadducees “silenced.”

T H E GR E AT EST COM M A N DMEN T ? 
Matthew 22:34–40
The Pharisees, still licking their wounds and perhaps more cautious when they “heard that he 
[Jesus] had silenced the Sadducees” (v. 34), put their heads together to consider a different kind 
of question. One of their number, a “lawyer” (an expert in the Law of Moses), asks Jesus about a 
subject he feels at home with: “Teacher, which is the great commandment in the Law?” (v. 36). 
Once again, the real purpose is “to test” Jesus and, possibly, to demonstrate that He is in over 
His head compared with this expert in the Law.

For rabbinic Judaism, all the precepts of the Law were supposedly of equal significance, yet the 
rabbis regularly debated this matter. The traditional number of separate commandments was 
613! Some were the Torah (“Law” proper) and some served as a “fence around the Torah.” How 
could one pick and choose “the great commandment” from all these? But Jesus demonstrates 
that He is also at home in the Law, answering without hesitation: “You shall love the Lord your 
God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind. This is the great and first 
commandment” (vv. 37–38). The words Jesus cites are from the Shema (Deut. 6:4–5), the 
fundamental creed of Judaism. One slight difference is the substitution of “mind” for “strength” 
in the original wording.

Instead of stopping there, Jesus immediately adds, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself” 
(Lev. 19:18). The two commandments must stand together, for one cannot “love God” without, 
as a consequence, loving one’s neighbor. And loving one’s neighbor is impossible without loving 
God. “On these two,” He explains, “depend all the Law and the Prophets” (Matt. 22:40). All of 
Scripture, Jesus says, is an elaboration on loving God and one’s neighbor. Even today we speak 
in similar fashion of the two tables of the Law—the summary of the Ten Commandments into 
love for God and love for the neighbor.

He is God’s love incarnate, the fulfillment of the Scriptures 
and the “great commandment” in person.
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In both commandments, the word “love” is key. 
Later, when Jesus met for the Last Supper with 
His disciples, He said, “A new commandment 
I give you, that you love one another: just as I 
have loved you” (John 13:34). He is God’s love 
incarnate, the fulfillment of the Scriptures and 
the “great commandment” in person.

W HOSE SON IS T H E CH R IST ? 
Matthew 22:41–46
Matthew records no response to the answer 
Jesus gives them. Instead, we now read that 
Jesus turns the tables on His opponents. Now 
He will ask them a question. “What do you think 
about the Christ?” (v. 42). Here is the issue that 
matters! Not taxes. Not the resurrection. It is 
the matter of His identity that has turned the 
authorities into His enemies (Carson). At His trial 
before the Sanhedrin, Caiaphas will make this 
the life-or-death issue: “Tell us if you are the 
Christ” (26:63).

A sure way to identify someone is to ask about 
his parentage. So Jesus extends the question: 
“Whose son is he?” They gave the widely 
accepted reply, “The son of David” (22:42, as 
in Is. 11:1; Jer. 23:5). Matthew himself has 
asserted the same thing (1:1). Now Jesus takes 
them into deeper water: “How is it then that 
David, in the Spirit, calls him Lord, saying, ‘The 
Lord said to my Lord, “Sit at my right hand”’? If 
then David calls him Lord, how is he his son?” 
(22:43–45).

Everything hinges on Jesus’ citation of Psalm 
110, the most frequently quoted Old Testament 
chapter in the New Testament. The Davidic 
authorship of the psalm (note the psalm’s 
superscription) is not only assumed by Jesus, 
but essential to His argument. Most Jews in 
Jesus’ day regarded this psalm as Messianic, 

especially because it pictured the coming king 
as a victor over the nation’s enemies. But this 
coming king cannot be merely “David’s son.” 
He tells them to listen carefully to the opening 
words of the psalm again. The initial “the LORD” 
(all caps!) refers to God Himself. “My Lord” is 
David’s own reference to the coming Messiah. A 
father does not call his own son “Lord” unless 
that son is somehow more than a “son,” greater 
than the father. “What do you think about the 
Christ?” Jesus’ enemies are left speechless, 
and from that day no one dared “to ask him any 
more questions” (Matt. 22:46).

Jesus is here teaching authoritatively WHO HE 
IS. It is the Christology we Christians sing in the 
classic Lenten hymn:

Stricken, smitten, and afflicted, see Him 
dying on the tree

‘Tis the Christ by man rejected; yes, my 
soul, ‘tis He! ‘tis He!

‘Tis the long-expected Prophet, David’s 
Son, yet David’s Lord. (LSB 451)

David’s son, the “true man” whom the Church 
confesses, is also David’s Lord, “true God.” 
“David’s son” and “David’s Lord” are not 
mutually exclusive, but two sides of the same 
coin, the two “natures” (human and divine) in 
Christ. It is high theology, not an invention of 
later ages but the teaching of Jesus Himself as 
He stands in the temple addressing His enemies.

“What do you think of the Christ?” It is a 
question aimed also at us, who read and marvel 
at these words today. How we answer that 
question will determine our eternal destiny. 
Our understanding of Jesus’ identity is also 
the beginning of the answer to all the other 
questions we bring to God.
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PER SONA L A PPLIC AT ION

Lord God, once more I open Your Word for study. Through it, help me to see myself as I really am. 
By its wisdom diagnose my sin and apply Your healing. This I humbly ask in Jesus’ name. Amen.

For Review
1. What struck you about the way Jesus responded to the questions from His enemies?

2. What did you learn about the importance of Psalm 110 in the New Testament, and especially in Jesus’ use 
of it?

Matthew 23:1–12
3. Look up “Pharisees” in a Bible dictionary or online. 

What do you learn about the meaning of the name “Pharisees”?

 When did they originate?

 Were they clergy or laity?

 What did they stress?

4. List the chief criticisms Jesus levels at the Pharisees. Do you find any positives about them in this chapter? 
(Note vv. 2, 15, 23.)

5. In the life of the Church today, where do you see our tendency to “preach, but not practice” (v. 3)?

6. What are “phylacteries” and “fringes” (v. 5)? For “phylacteries,” see Exodus 13:1–16, (especially vv. 9,16); 
Deuteronomy 6:6–8; and 11:18. For “fringes,” see Numbers 15:37–41 and Deuteronomy 22:12.

7. Where are we modern-day believers tempted to “show off” in our attire? Our behavior?
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Matthew 23:13–36
8. Make a list of the woes enumerated by Jesus against the Pharisees in vv. 13–36. How do they relate to His 

earlier criticisms in vv. 2–7?

9. What has happened to v. 14? See the footnotes.

10. Which of these woes, if any, sound like the accusations unbelievers make against Christians today?

11. Which groups in our culture are the busiest “making proselytes” just now? How do you react when you 
observe this?

12. Jesus mentions the murders of Abel (Gen. 4:8) and Zechariah (2 Chron. 24:20–22). What ties these men 
together? In the Hebrew Scriptures, Genesis was the first book and Chronicles came at the end. Does that 
help explain Jesus’ choice of these examples?

13. “Therefore I send you prophets and wise men and scribes” (Matt. 23:34). Who is “I”? Who are the “prophets 
and wise men and scribes”? (see 24:9–14; 28:19–20)

14. What punishment is coming “upon this generation” (23:36)? How is this connected with Matthew 22:7?

Matthew 23:37–39
15. What emotion is Jesus displaying in vv. 37–39?

16. Where does Jesus most catch your attention in chapter 23? What would you say are the lessons today’s 
Church and its leaders most need to hear?

MEMORY VERSE
Matthew 23:12 “Whoever exalts himself will be humbled, and whoever humbles himself will be exalted.”

M A T T H E W  2 3 : 1 – 3 9

LWBS150

19



IT ’S  ALL ABOUT THE PHARISEES – MATTHEW 23 152

WARNING: “DON’T  BE L IKE THEM!” –  MATTHEW 23:1–12 152

SEVEN WOES FOR THE HYPOCRITES  
MATTHEW 23:13–36 153

LAMENT OVER JERUSALEM – MATTHEW 23:37–39 156

A MIRROR FOR TODAY’S CHURCH 156

PERSONAL APPL ICAT ION 157

It would be far healthier for us to hold Jesus’ 
words before ourselves as a mirror in which to 

examine the state of our own “religion.”

A N Y R ELIGION IS B ET T ER T H A N NON E ?
Something pastors hear from parishioners whose children have left their 
church and joined another is, “Well, any religion is better than none. At 
least they’re going somewhere!” But that is small comfort if the new 
group is another religion altogether, such as Buddhism, or an established 
cult, such as the Mormons or Jehovah’s Witnesses. Even under the 
“Christian” umbrella there are hundreds of denominations with widely 
varying statements of faith and a bewildering array of practices from 
faith healing to snake handling! We even read headlines about churches 
or pastors who are abusive. Is any religion better than none?

Religion in Jesus’ day displayed a similar assortment of widely varying 
creeds and practices. The Romans encouraged emperor worship. The 
Greeks offered mystery religions with sometimes-bloody rites of passage 
for new initiates. Even within Judaism, there were sects that came into 
conflict with one another. The best known of these were the Pharisees, 
Sadducees, Essenes, and Zealots. All were Jewish, and yet they diverged 
widely in their theological understandings and approach to daily life.

Matthew 23 focuses on the best known of those groups, the Pharisees. 
One could hardly be more “religious” than a Pharisee; yet, Jesus 
reserved His harshest condemnations for this group, with whom He had 
extended confrontations in that last week before His crucifixion. As we 
read the chapter, we should avoid playing the “ain’t they awful?” game. It 
would be far healthier for us to hold Jesus’ words before ourselves as a 
mirror in which to examine the state of our own “religion.”

Matthew
w o e  T o  T h e  s c r i b e s  a n d  p h a r i s e e s !
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I T ’S A LL A B O U T T H E PH A R ISEES 
Matthew 23
Jesus’ running conflict with the Pharisees comes 
to a head publicly in this chapter. To understand 
what’s at stake, we must take a closer look at 
them. The Pharisees originated in second-century 
BC as a kind of patriotic resistance movement to 
the Greeks, who sought to hellenize the Jews and 
debase their religion. The Pharisees, whose name 
means “separated ones,” distanced themselves 
from the Greek way of life and religion. Their 
aim was strict observance of the Law in order to 
preserve their faith and their national identity. 
After the sad history of the Jews’ idolatry and 
disobedience to God, it was as if the Pharisees 
wanted to make up for all of it by a fanatical 
observance of even the most minute regulations.

Strictly speaking, they were a “lay movement,” 
but they functioned in some ways like pastors 
today. While they did not serve as priests in the 
temple cult, they did become interpreters of 
the Law at synagogue gatherings. There they 
customarily sat in “Moses’ seat” (v. 2) an actual 
seat on the synagogue platform near the sacred 
scrolls. The seat’s name symbolized the ancient 
origin and authority of their teaching. In so doing, 
they performed a public teaching function like 
pastors do in sermons or Bible classes. Most of 
the scribes who copied and taught the Mosaic 
Law were Pharisees. They developed an extensive 
oral tradition that applied that Law to every area 
of daily life. Their knowledge of the Law shaped 
the common people’s understanding, and their 
piety, especially their fasting and prayers, was 
seen by many as a model.

WA R N I NG: “D ON ’T B E LI K E T H E M !” 
Matthew 23:1–12
The chapter begins with a sequence of warnings 
issued by Jesus “to the crowds and to his 
disciples” (v. 1) about the Pharisees. Jesus does 

not condemn everything about them. He begins, 
in fact, by instructing people to “do and observe 
whatever they tell you” (v. 3)! They do know 
what the Law says. Later in the chapter He will 
take note of their diligence in seeking to convert 
others (v. 15) and their meticulousness in tithing 
(v. 23). It’s not their doctrine, but their failure to 
practice what they preach (v. 3) that’s at issue—
that’s His first criticism.

A second was their pride. “They do all their 
deeds to be seen by others” (v. 5). To illustrate, 
Jesus refers to “phylacteries” and “fringes” (v. 
5). A phylactery (the Greek term literally means 
“amulet” or “protective charm”) was a small 
box tied with a leather thong on one’s forehead 
or arm (see Ex. 13:9; Deut. 6:8). Inside they 
placed a tiny piece of vellum, on which they 
inscribed texts from the Law (Ex. 13; Deut. 6). 
Fringes were the tassels affixed to the corners of 
Jewish garments according to Moses’ directive in 
Deuteronomy 22:12. The tassels, which contained 
a blue cord, were to be visual reminders of the 
commandments God had given (Num. 15:37–
41). Both practices had the good intention of 
reminding people of God’s Word and will, but the 
Pharisees were inclined to make them especially 
conspicuous to advertise their piety to others. 
Jesus adds that they want to sit in places of 
honor at meals and in the synagogue and be 
hailed publicly as rabbi (“my great one”). To put it 
bluntly, the Pharisees were show-offs!

In contrast to such blatant self-promotion, Jesus’ 
followers were to humble themselves. “You are 
not to be called rabbi,” He instructed, “for you 
have one teacher, and you are all brothers” 
(Matt. 23:8). Similarly He said, “Call no man your 
father on earth, for you have one Father, who is 
in heaven. Neither be called instructors, for you 
have one instructor, the Christ” (vv. 9–10). The 
Jews adopted the practice of referring to great, 
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revered teachers of the past as “fathers,” in the same way that we Christians speak of 
the early church fathers like Irenaeus or Augustine. Ought we to reconsider our own use 
of this term?

Once more, Jesus underlines true “greatness,” not just for His disciples (as in 20:26), 
but now also for the crowds listening in the temple. Greatness is demonstrated in 
service. In the kingdom of God, the normal human values are reversed—the proud are 
humbled, and the humble are exalted (cf. Ps. 18:27; Prov. 3:34). There is a surprising 
humbling in store for the Pharisees, but also for those of us in the Church who cherish 
an exalted notion of ourselves!

SEV EN WOES FOR T H E H Y P O CR I T ES 
Matthew 23:13–36
Now follow some of the severest words ever uttered by our Lord, a speech A. T. 
Robertson called “a thunderbolt of wrath.” The words appear to be spoken directly to 
the Pharisees and scribes in the form of seven woes. Seven hundred years earlier, the 
prophet Isaiah had thundered a similar denunciation at the wicked in his day, a speech 
that likewise employed a sequence of woes (see Is. 5:8–30).

The woe speech in Matthew has a kind of parallel in Luke 11:37–54. There Jesus 
denounces Pharisees and lawyers while at a dinner with them. His speech lists six 
woes—three directed at the Pharisees and three at the lawyers. It is a different setting, 
but the similarity in several details suggests that Jesus condemned the practices of 
these leaders on more than one occasion.

The seven woes in Matthew elaborate on the general criticisms listed in Matthew 
23:2–7. We consider each one separately. With the exception of the third woe, all begin 
with the identical words, “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites!” (vv. 13, 15, 
23, 25, 27, 29).

We note in passing that often it’s the new converts to a religion 
or philosophy who are the most passionate.
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FiRst wOe (V. 13)—shUtting 
the KingDOM

Jesus has come as the rightful king proclaiming 
the arrival of the “kingdom of heaven” (as in the 
Beatitudes and the chapter on kingdom parables). 
The Pharisees, by contrast, refuse to enter it and 
“shut the kingdom of heaven” to others. When 
the crowds marvel at Jesus’ work and begin to 
suggest that He is the Messiah, the Pharisees and 
other leaders speak against Him (see 9:33–34; 
11:19; 12:23–24; 21:15). Their hypocrisy is that 
they work against God’s kingdom instead of for it!

secOnD wOe (V. 15)—MaKing 
PROselYtes FOR hell

The term translated “proselyte” (meaning 
“convert”) is used only here and three times in Acts 
(2:11; 6:5; 13:43). The converts in view are not 
converts to Judaism in general but to Pharisaism 
in particular (Carson). Jesus is not criticizing 
their missionary zeal but its result: “When he 
becomes a proselyte, you make him twice as 
much a child of hell as yourselves” (“Twice as 
ripe for destruction”–Phillips). We note in passing 
that often it’s the new converts to a religion or 
philosophy who are the most passionate.

thiRD wOe (VV. 16–22)—
incOnsistent Oath-taKing

Only in this third woe are the scribes and 
Pharisees not explicitly named. Instead, He 
labels them “blind guides” (see Matt. 15:14), a 
mocking wordplay on the Pharisees’ pompous 
self-description as “guides to the blind” (cf. Rom. 
2:19). At issue is their teaching about oaths. All 
Jews were reluctant to use the name of God in 
oaths (one might take the name in vain!), so they 
swore by things related to God such as heaven, 
the altar, and the temple. In endeavoring to fight 
against the abuse of oaths among the masses, 
the Pharisees introduced a strange distinction 

between oaths that were binding and those 
that were not. In Matthew 23:18 Jesus uses the 
example of swearing by the altar (nonbinding: “It 
is nothing”) as opposed to the gift on the altar 
(“he is bound by his oath”). They thus unwittingly 
encouraged evasive oaths or even lying (Carson). 
In His Sermon on the Mount, Jesus has already cut 
through the complexities by insisting that people 
simply tell the truth at all times (5:33–37)!

FOURth wOe (VV. 23–24)—
MeticUlOUs tithing

Mosaic Law required that the Israelites tithe the 
“yield of seed” from their gardens and farms (Deut. 
14:22). The Pharisees did this diligently, tithing 
even such tiny crops as “mint and dill and cumin” 
(Matt. 23:23). Jesus does not condemn their 
meticulousness in tithing, but their astonishing 
neglect of the “weightier matters of the law: 
justice and mercy and faithfulness” (v. 23) (the list 
reminds one of Micah 6:8). They are “majoring in 
minors” but neglecting the things at the very heart 
of the Law. As a final example, He says that they 
are “straining out a gnat and swallowing a camel” 
(v. 24). The reference is to the Pharisees’ practice 
of straining water or wine through a cloth to 
remove any gnats (which were considered unclean) 
that might accidentally be swallowed!

FiFth wOe (VV. 25–26)—
cUPs anD Plates

A “hypocrite” (v. 25) (the Greek term means “actor”) 
is a person whose outward appearance is different 
from what he is on the inside. The two woes that 
follow describe that hypocrisy in two different ways. 
Jesus’ fifth woe employs the metaphor of cups 
and plates to show that the Pharisees were overly 
concerned about appearances while neglecting 
the crucial inner life. There inside of you, He tells 
them, are “greed and self-indulgence” (v. 25). One’s 
first order of business, He teaches, ought to be 
attending to what’s on the inside, since that holds 
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the essential food or drink. Then the whole cup or 
plate (or life!) will be clean as well (cf. 15:10–11). 
Not content with a single woe on the subject, Jesus 
now adds another.

siXth wOe (VV. 27–28)—
whitewasheD tOMBs

The sixth woe again contrasts inside versus 
outside in the life of the Pharisees. Mosaic 
Law stipulated that any person who touched a 
dead body, a bone, or a grave was to be ritually 
unclean for seven days (Num. 19:16). Since ritual 
uncleanness made it impossible for a Jew to 
participate at Passover, the Jews made a practice 
of whitewashing tombs on the fifteenth day of 
Adar, the month before Passover. That would help 
people avoid accidentally defiling themselves 
by brushing against graves not clearly marked. 
Jesus here uses the image of such tombs, which 
would have been whitewashed just weeks earlier, 
to describe the contrast between their outer 
and inner condition. “You also,” accuses Jesus, 
“outwardly appear righteous to others, but within 
you are full of hypocrisy and lawlessness” (v. 28).

seVenth wOe (VV. 29–36)—
DescenDants OF MURDeReRs

The final woe Jesus utters is nearly a prediction 
of His own murder soon to take place at the 
instigation of the scribes and Pharisees. He begins 
by speaking of the killing of God’s prophets in 
the Old Testament. “You build the tombs of the 
prophets . . . saying, ‘If we had lived in the days 
of our fathers, we would not have taken part with 
them in shedding the blood of the prophets’” (v. 
30). It sounds suspiciously like the kind of thing 
we naively like to say about ourselves: “If I’d been 
alive when Jesus came, I would not have rejected 
Him!” In truth, they are the descendants of those 
murderers, and Jesus predicts that they will do 
this very thing to Him: “Fill up, then, the measure 
of your fathers” (v. 32). Ancient manuscripts of 

Matthew have two variant readings of the verb. 
One is in the imperative: “Go ahead and fill up!” 
The other reading is in the future tense: “You 
will indeed fill up!” In either case, He knows that 
they will soon do exactly what their ancestors 
did. As the wicked tenants in His earlier parable 
(21:33–41), they are about to kill the son sent by 
the vineyard’s owner.

After His own death, their opposition will continue: 
“Therefore I send you prophets and wise men 
and scribes, some of whom you will kill and 
crucify, and . . . flog in your synagogues and 
persecute” (23:34). He repeats the prediction in 
24:9–14. Within that very generation, the Book of 
Acts records, Jesus’ own messengers (Stephen 
and James) are put to death. Peter and Andrew, 
tradition testifies, are crucified, and Paul is 
beheaded. But in so doing, the enemies will bring 
down God’s rightful judgment. On them will come 
“all the righteous blood shed on earth, from the 
blood of righteous Abel to the blood of Zechariah 
the son of Berechiah, whom you murdered 
between the sanctuary and the altar” (23:35). 
It may be that Jesus is looking ahead to the 
destruction of Jerusalem as depicted in 22:7.

The mention of Abel and Zechariah is literally 
and figuratively the A to Z of the righteous 
who were murdered by the wicked in the Old 
Testament. Abel’s murder is recorded in Genesis 
4:8, and Zechariah’s murder in the last book of 
the Hebrew canon, 2 Chronicles 24:20–22, which 
explains Jesus’ choice of these examples. There 
is one puzzling issue: does Matthew confuse two 
“Zechariahs”? One is the son of Jehoiada whose 
death in the temple is recorded in 2 Chronicles. 
The other is the son of Berechiah (Zech. 1:1), 
whose prophecies are recorded in the book we call 
Zechariah. Could the two Zechariahs be the same 
man? If so, the prophet’s father could have had 
two names, as is sometimes the case in the Bible, 
or one could be (literally) his father, while the 
other is a grandfather.
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L A MEN T OV ER JERUSA LE M 
Matthew 23:37–39
The chapter ends with Jesus’ last recorded 
public words, a heart-wrenching lament over 
the city of Jerusalem and its people. Matthew 
has already recorded our Lord’s compassion 
expressed in action for people hurting and 
hungry (9:36; 14:14). Now that compassion is 
registered in words: “O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, 
the city that kills the prophets and stones 
those who are sent to it! How often would I 
have gathered your children together as a hen 
gathers her brood under her wings, but you 
were not willing!” (23:37). He is the parent 
whose children resist His attempt to comfort 
and rescue them. By using the simile of hen 
and chicks, Jesus identifies Himself as God 
(“God with us”—1:23!) who loves His people 
and seeks to protect them with His wings (Ps. 
36:7; Is. 31:5).

There is more sadness than anger in His 
words, “Your house is left to you desolate” 
(Matt. 23:38), a prediction that echoes the 
very grief of God over His beloved Israel in 
Jeremiah 12:7. Once before, God reluctantly 
gave His people up into the hands of their 
enemies the Babylonians, who then destroyed 
God’s house. Now it will happen again. The 
temple (“your house”—v. 38) will be left 
desolate and burned by the Romans in AD 
70 (see 24:2), a frightful fate that will be 
witnessed by some listening to Him that very 
day (23:36).

The lament, however sad, is not all gloom. 
There will come a day when people joyfully 
greet Him once more, just as the crowds 
had done on Palm Sunday: “Blessed is he 
who comes in the name of the Lord” (v. 39). 
This quote from Psalm 118:26 may in fact 
have been used regularly by priests greeting 
worshippers at the temple (Carson). Jesus is 
not looking back, however, but ahead to His 
triumphant return at the end of time when 
“every eye will see him” (Rev. 1:7), “every 
knee should bow” (Phil. 2:10), and every 
tongue confess Him as Lord and welcome 
Him. But that day is not yet. For now, 
judgment looms over Jerusalem: “You will not 
see me again, until . . . ” (Matt. 23:39).

A MI R ROR FOR TODAY ’S CHU RCH
This chapter is a sobering reminder that not 
everything we call “religion” is good!

The worldly people around us may 
sometimes see what we do not—our harsh 
judgmentalism, our tendency to preach but 
not practice, and our propensity to make a 
“show” of piety that lacks heart for the lost. 
“The Church is full of hypocrites” may be 
an excuse, but we should take those words 
to heart and ask God to give us true hearts 
to confess our wrongs and genuinely reflect 
God’s compassion to us and our neighbors.

Ask God to give us “true hearts” to confess our 
wrongs and genuinely reflect God’s compassion to us 

and our neighbors.

M A T T H E W  2 3 : 1 – 3 9

LWBS156

20



PER SONA L A PPLIC AT ION

Lord Jesus Christ, by Your Word remind me that You are coming back and that I 
am to be ready! Keep me watchful and faithful, for Your name’s sake. Amen.

For Review
1. What did you learn about the Pharisees that you did not know before?

2. Which of the woes address the unfortunate contrast between what’s “inside” and what’s on the “outside”?

3. What do you think the chapter on woes has to teach today’s church and its leaders?

Matthew 24:1–14
4. What would you like to ask Jesus about the end of the world?

5. What do you suppose moved the disciples to point out the temple buildings (v. 1)? How must they have felt 
about His response (v. 2)?

6. Make a list of the signs Jesus enumerates in these verses. How many are events in nature? How many are 
man-made? How does Jesus characterize the Church’s future prospects?

7. Would you say your love for others is “getting warm” or “growing cold”? Why?

Matthew 24:15–22
8. Some students think the chapter is primarily about the coming destruction of Jerusalem. Others think it is 

primarily about the end of the world. What is the evidence for each view? Could it be that BOTH are in view?

9. For background on “the abomination of desolation,” read Daniel 9:24–27; 11:29–31; and 12:11–12. What 
reaction are people to make when they see it?

10. What kind of “great tribulation” (NIV “distress”) does Jesus seem to be describing?
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Matthew 24:23–31
11. Behind the language Jesus uses in v. 29 about the Son of Man’s return are several Old Testament sources. 

Read Amos 5:18–20 and 8:9, also Zephaniah 1:14–18. Share with your group what you discovered about 
“the day of the Lord.”

12. How will the Son of Man’s actual coming be distinguished from the empty rumors described in Matthew 
24:26?

13. Verse 29 is a citation from Isaiah 13:10 and 34:4. Read those verses in their original context. Do you think 
what’s being described is literal or figurative?

Matthew 24:32–51
14. Compare v. 34 with Matthew 16:28. Does the phrase “all these things” refer to events at the end of time, or 

some other time? Does “this generation” mean Jesus’ contemporaries or the people alive when the event 
sequence begins?

15. What caution do we get from Matthew 24:36 about trying to predict the time of the end?

16. In what ways is the second coming of Christ going to be like the flood?

17. In vv. 40–41 there are references to one being “taken” and the other “left.” Are the ones “taken” headed 
for heaven or for destruction? Does v. 39 help answer that question?

18. Over what has God given you stewardship (made you a manager)? How do you think God would evaluate 
the job you’re doing?

19. Share with your group some ways a believer might be “ready” for Christ’s return.

MEMORY VERSE
Matthew 24:12–13 “The love of many will grow cold. But the one who endures to the end will be saved.” OR
Matthew 24:44 “Therefore you also must be ready, for the Son of Man is coming at an hour you do not 

expect.”
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NO ONE KNOWS WHEN, SO BE READY ALWAYS!   
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IN SUMMARY—WHAT WE CAN KNOW FOR SURE 163

PERSONAL APPL ICAT ION 164

Assume the Lord could come today, and act accordingly.

T H E EN D IS N E A R !
A solitary bearded man wearing a white robe stands at an intersection 
in a large city. He holds aloft a sign that reads, “THE END IS NEAR!” For 
the most part, the passersby ignore the man and his sign. That’s how 
cartoonists like to depict those who warn people that the world will end 
and people must be ready. We preachers and churchgoers can identify 
with that lonely man. Our worldly neighbors don’t generally take us or 
our message about the end of the world seriously—but it’s not that 
people aren’t concerned about where this world is headed. “To hell in 
a hand basket,” someone might say with a sad smile. There is plenty of 
doomsday talk, usually centered on the omnipresent threat of nuclear 
war, the growing concerns about global warming, or the worldwide 
menace of terrorism. A multitude of disaster movies have depicted the 
apocalyptic aftermath of a nuclear holocaust or the collision of earth with 
a gigantic asteroid.

In His fifth and final discourse in Matthew (chapters 24–25), Jesus tells 
His disciples the signs of the world’s end and the timing of His return. 
He answers their questions and urges their readiness. Chapter 24 is an 
especially difficult chapter to interpret, and Christians are not agreed on 
the end-time scenario. What is the great tribulation? Will some people 
be snatched away in a rapture while others are left behind? How much 
longer will this world last? In this lesson we’ll address some of the 
questions that have long puzzled students and attempt to discover what 
we can know for sure as we consider the end of this present age.

Matthew
T h e  e n d  o F  T h e  a G e
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B ACK DROP: T H E COMI NG 
DEST RUCT ION OF JERUSA LE M 
Matthew 24:1–2
Jesus’ public ministry has ended. This long 
discourse is with the disciples alone. Jesus 
“left the temple and was going away, when his 
disciples came to point out to him the buildings 
of the temple” (v. 1). About 50 years earlier 
Herod the Great had commenced renovation of 
the existing site and transformed it from the 
somewhat disappointing temple of Zerubbabel 
into a place of real magnificence. The temple and 
its courtyards were spread over 35 acres and 
surrounded with a double colonnade of marble 
pillars. All of it rested on gigantic stone blocks, 
each more than 30 feet long, some still in place in 
the Western Wall today! Much finish work was of 
pure gold. For the disciples, most of whom came 
from the rural north in Galilee, it was an eye-
popping display of grandeur.

His answer must have jolted them badly: “There 
will not be left here one stone upon another that 
will not be thrown down” (v. 2). What sounds like 
exaggeration came almost literally true just 40 
years later when the Romans destroyed the temple 
complex in AD 70. The walls were pulled down, 
the temple was burned, and the stones beneath 
it were pried apart to retrieve the gold that had 
melted in the fire! Much, but not all, of what 
follows in chapter 24 has to do with the coming 
destruction of Jerusalem.

SIGNS OF T H E EN D 
Matthew 24:3–14
Jesus and His disciples now sit on the Mount of 
Olives just east of the city. The location gives 
the speech that follows its name: the Olivet 
Discourse. It was a place of great significance for 
Jews, who expected that God would appear there 
to war against Israel’s enemies (see Zech. 14:1–
5) and that the Messiah would there be declared 
king (Maier).

Jesus’ speech is in answer to the disciples’ 
questions: “When will these things be, and what 
will be the sign of your coming and of the end 
of the age?” (v. 3). What is confusing for readers 
is that His lengthy answer “seems to move back 
and forth between an impending crisis (the fall of 
Jerusalem) and the end of the age” (Mounce). In vv. 
3–14 He calls the disciples to remain calm in the 
face of a string of frightening events: “See that you 
are not alarmed” (v. 6). The disciples must not be 
deceived by false messiahs (v. 4), nor discouraged 
by troubles that will beset believers. Those troubles 
are in fact signs of the end of the age.

Some of the signs Jesus enumerates are what 
Gibbs calls “the normally terrible events of 
human history.” Two “natural” events, famines 
and earthquakes (v. 7), are common in every age. 
Common also are the manmade “wars and rumors 
of wars” (v. 6), which spring from “nation against 
nation, and kingdom against kingdom” (v. 7). 
More directly concerning to the disciples will be a 
proliferation of false Christs (v. 4), persecutions (v. 
9), and false prophets (v. 11). The effects on the 
Church will be dire. “Many” will be led astray, and 
a general “lawlessness” will result in a “growing 
cold” among many of the believers (v. 12).

But “the end” will not be immediate: “All these 
[signs] are but the beginning of the birth pangs” 
(v. 8). By Jesus’ time, “birth pangs” was a 
special term for the period of distress preceding 
the Messianic Age (Carson). The onset of labor 
guarantees that a baby is on the way, but not when 
it will arrive! Twenty years later Paul will have to 
reassure the Thessalonian believers in the face of 
the apparent delay of the Lord’s return (2 Thess. 
2:1–2). The single hopeful sign Jesus mentions, 
the proclamation of the Gospel “throughout the 
whole world as a testimony to all nations” (v. 
14), would also take time. What we can say with 
certainty today is that all these signs have been 
fulfilled, have they not?
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T H E “A B OMI NAT ION OF DESOL AT ION ” 
Matthew 24:15–22
Jesus now returns to the imminent destruction 
of the temple (cf. v. 2), instructing the disciples 
what they are to do when they “see the 
abomination of desolation spoken of by the prophet 
Daniel, standing in the holy place” (v. 15). This 
“abomination” is mentioned four times in Daniel 
(8:13; 9:27; 11:31; 12:11). The reference there is 
to how Antiochus Epiphanes (168 BC) erected an 
altar to Zeus in the temple, sacrificed a pig on it, 
and made the practice of Judaism a capital offense. 
“Let the reader understand” is Matthew’s signal 
to his readers that something like that frightful 
abomination is about to happen again.

Was another pagan altar to be set up in the temple? 
Emperor Caligula made just such a plan in AD 40, but 
his plan was never carried out (Carson). It is much 
more likely that Jesus is speaking of the desecration 
and destruction of the temple complex (and the 
whole city) just 40 years later by the Romans. Luke’s 
parallel narrative makes it explicit: “When you see 
Jerusalem surrounded by armies, then know that its 
desolation has come near” (Luke 21:20).

How are the believers to react when they see it? 
Read the signs and be ready to flee: “Then let 
those who are in Judea flee to the mountains” (v. 
16). That escape is to be undertaken urgently! One 
should not stop to retrieve cherished belongings or 
even one’s cloak (vv. 17–18). There is reasonably 
strong tradition that Christians did this very thing, 
fleeing from Jerusalem to Pella in AD 68, about 
halfway through the Roman siege.

It is well that they did so, for what ensued was 
truly a great tribulation—the likes of which had 
never been seen before (v. 21). In his book The 
Jewish War, historian Flavius Josephus records a 
slaughter and famine of monstrous proportions (in 
which parents cannibalized their own children). In 
his account, more than a million Jews perished, 
and a hideous pile of corpses surrounded the altar. 

Almost one hundred thousand were taken prisoner, 
some being sent off as gladiators in Rome. The 
atrocities of the Nazis surpassed this in numbers, 
but not in sheer savagery. That this great tribulation 
“never will be” equaled in the future (v. 21) implies 
that this is not an event at the world’s end, as 
millennialists propose. The promise which now 
follows in v. 22 (“for the sake of the elect those 
days will be cut short”) encourages believers to 
endure and trust in God without trying to predict 
dates. He’ll take care of the timing.

T H E SON OF M A N ’S R ET U R N 
Matthew 24:23–31
The verses that follow look further ahead, all the 
way to the end of time and the return of Christ 
(sometimes called the Parousia from the Greek 
word that means “presence” or “arrival”). In what 
fashion will Jesus return, and how will believers 
recognize Him? Jesus makes clear that Christians 
must avoid two extremes: 1.) an inattention to or 
skepticism about His return and the world’s end 
(cf. 2 Pet. 3:1–4); and 2.) empty-headed gullibility 
that jumps at the claims of imposters. Jesus is here 
concerned especially about the latter: “If anyone 
says to you, ‘Look, here is the Christ!’ or ‘There 
he is!’ do not believe it” (v. 23). The “false christs 
and false prophets” He warns about have made 
headlines even into our own times. Remember Sun 
Myung Moon, Joseph Smith, Jim Jones, and Mary 
Baker Eddy?

Jesus says that His return will not be hidden away 
in the desert or in some private enclave for insiders 
(v. 26). He will not return invisibly as Jehovah’s 
Witnesses claim He did in 1914. Rather, Jesus’ 
second coming will be public and highly visible, like 
“lightning” that everyone can see at once (v. 27). 
To underline the point, He cites a proverb from His 
day: “Wherever the corpse is, there the vultures will 
gather” (v. 28). A possible meaning of this strange 
saying is this: it will be just as hard for humans to 
miss seeing the coming of the Son of Man as it is 
for vultures to miss seeing carrion!
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The coming itself is described in largely figurative 
language that incorporates images from Old 
Testament prophets as they spoke of the “day of 
the Lord” (but see Matt. 27:45). The darkening 
of sun and moon recalls Amos 5:20 and 8:9, and 
Zephaniah 1:14–18. The words used here are drawn 
more directly from Isaiah 13:10 and 34:4 (about 
stars falling). The coming of the Lord in these 
passages, especially Zephaniah, is a coming in 
judgment and wrath. In common churchly language, 
it is Judgment Day—the day Jesus comes to judge 
“the living and the dead.”

Jesus next declares, “Then will appear in heaven 
the sign of the Son of Man” (v. 30). The Greek 
construction might be interpreted to read “the 
sign, namely, the Son of Man.” The remainder of 
the verse spells it out: “then all the tribes of the 
earth . . . will see the Son of Man coming on the 
clouds of heaven with power and great glory” (v. 
30). This description is an allusion to Daniel 7:13–
14, which Jesus will quote directly to Caiaphas 
at His trial before the Sanhedrin (Matt. 26:64) a 
few days from now. This awesome coming in glory 
will prompt all those nations to “mourn.” This 
time Jesus alludes to Zechariah 12:10–12, where 
the prophet describes how the Israelites, after 
defeating their enemies, will weep in contrition 
for their past sins in light of God’s gracious 
deliverance. We who have so often been pardoned 
by His mercy have known such tears!

T H E FIG T R EE’S LESSON: H E IS N E A R 
Matthew 24:32–35
But when will this happen? That was the disciples’ 
original question, and it is crucial for Matthew’s 
readers too! When will the Lord return, and how 
can we be ready? So Jesus addresses their anxious 
concern about the time of the end. He starts with 
a “lesson” (Greek, parabolee) from the fig tree, 
whose twigs grow tender and leaf out, a sure sign 
of summer’s coming. In a similar way, “all these 
things” (the signs and troubles in vv. 4–28) show 
that “he is near, at the very gates” (v. 33). His 

followers need to know both things: the coming is 
near, but the exact time remains uncertain.

Now Jesus adds specificity to His prediction: “This 
generation will not pass away until all these things 
take place” (v. 34). The signs, the distresses, and 
the destruction of Jerusalem will all happen within 
the generation living when Jesus speaks. If a 
generation is taken to be 40 years or so, we are 
transported to AD 70, the year Jerusalem fell and 
the temple was burned. By then, the narrative of 
the Book of Acts has all taken place—the outbreak 
of persecution against the church, the martyrdom 
of significant leaders, the emergence of false 
prophets, and the testimony of the Gospel to the 
Gentiles. All of this within one generation!

The saying about “this generation” bears strong 
resemblance to Matthew 16:28, where Jesus 
promised that “some standing here” would not taste 
death until they saw “the Son of Man coming in his 
kingdom.” That word, we proposed, might refer to 
the transfiguration, the resurrection, or His “coming” 
in judgment against Jerusalem in AD 70 (see Lesson 
14). Both sayings almost certainly refer to the 
generation alive during Jesus’ earthly sojourn.

NO ON E K NOWS W H EN, 
SO B E R E A DY A LWAYS ! 
Matthew 24:36–51
The crucial word to the Church in every age is 
double-edged. “Concerning that day and hour, 
no one knows” (v. 36), Jesus admonishes them, 
“therefore you also must be ready” (v. 44). No one 
knows! No human being. No angel. Astonishingly, 
adds Jesus, “nor the Son, but the Father only” 
(v. 36). It is a thought-provoking insight about 
the pattern of Jesus’ “emptying” and His state of 
“humiliation” during His earthly years (cf. Phil. 
2:5–11).

In spite of this humbling reminder, many have tried 
to predict the date of the world’s end and Christ’s 
return. One memorable example is William Miller, 
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a Baptist preacher who originated the Adventist 
movement. Miller said it would be 1843–1844, and 
many followers gathered to await the expected end, 
but the date came and went, and they had to go 
back home. The whole experience was dubbed “the 
great disappointment.” Many others have attempted 
to make similar predictions. All such attempts, 
however well-meaning, have been misguided.

Jesus uses two striking illustrations to drive 
home His point. First, He reminds the disciples 
of “the days of Noah,” when the unsuspecting 
neighbors “were unaware until the flood came 
and swept them all away” (vv. 37–39). The waters 
overwhelmed everyone except those eight who had 
been forewarned and “entered the ark.” Though 
they were neighbors, they had dramatically 
different destinies. So it will happen again, Jesus 
warns. Two men will be working together in a field, 
two women grinding with a hand mill. Side by 
side one moment, they will suddenly be separated 
forever the next. Some Christians hold that this 
describes the so-called rapture of believers who 
will be taken while their unbelieving neighbors are 
left (as in the Left Behind books and films). But 
the sense of the passage is probably the opposite, 
for in v. 39, those who are “swept them all away” 
are taken to their doom. The point is that the end 
will come suddenly, decisively.

The second illustration, a thief’s unexpected 
breaking into a home while its owner slept (vv. 
43–44), may come closer to home for us. That 
very thing, in fact, happened to this writer! “If only 
I had known, had stayed awake that night,” says 
the victim. Just so will those unready for Jesus’ 
return regret their unpreparedness, though on a 
far greater scale.

Since no one knows, the sobering admonition rings 
out clearly: “Therefore you also must BE READY!” 
That readiness, first, means staying mentally 
and spiritually awake (v. 42). Stay prayerful. Go 
to church and pay serious attention there. Study 

the Word and meditate on it. Take time to “have 
that talk” you’ve put off with that person who’s 
looking down in depression or looking away at 
some distraction. Don’t presume there’s lots of 
time. In case we are still puzzled how we are to 
stay ready, Jesus supplies yet another illustration, 
the picture of “the faithful and wise servant” 
whom his master leaves in charge of the house 
while he is away (v. 45ff.). The illustration is clear 
enough, since almost all of us have been left in 
such a position by our parents, our spouse, or 
our boss at one time or another. Do the chores 
assigned! Meanwhile, don’t mistreat others in your 
care! Assume the Lord could come today, and act 
accordingly. Serious and bitter punishment awaits 
those who procrastinate (v. 51).

I N SU M M A RY—W H AT W E C A N K NOW 
FOR SU R E
In the lesson introduction, we pondered what we 
might know for sure about the world’s end. Here’s a 
starter list we might glean from this chapter:

The world WILL end!

NO ONE except the Father knows when.

ALL the signs have been fulfilled.

Jesus WILL return suddenly, visibly.

There will be dire consequences for the 
unprepared.

Therefore, we must all be READY.

Got that? It isn’t rocket science, but it is difficult to 
stay attentive in a world with distractions galore. 
Perhaps this lesson will perform the function of that 
bearded man with his sign. Don’t pass him by. Stop 
and consider what he tells you. Consider that God 
is recruiting you to be one of the messengers too. 
Take the sign He hands you. Take your stand at the 
intersection. There are many who need to know.
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PE R SONA L A PPLIC AT ION

Lord Jesus Christ, help me to believe and live in such a way that I am not ashamed or afraid to meet 
You. By Your Word, equip me to be ready at all times. For Your name’s sake I ask it. Amen.

For Review
1. Share what you learned about the siege and destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70.

2. What are the questions you most want to be answered after reading this lesson?

Matthew 25:1–13
3. How is this parable a continuation of Jesus’ exhortation in chapter 24?

4. What was the task assigned to the ten virgins? Why did they need “lamps”? What made the “wise” virgins 
different from the “foolish” ones?

5. How do you explain the seeming selfishness of the wise? What point is Jesus making in describing their 
refusal to share their oil?

6. Have you tried to live off the “oil” of someone else’s faith? If so, whose?

 a) My parents’ b) My spouse’s c) My friends’ d) My congregation’s

7. What’s the meaning of the bridegroom’s hard words to the latecomers?

8. How does this parable address your own state of readiness?

Matthew 25:14–30
9. In this parable, who is the “man going on a journey”? Who are the “servants”? To what does the settling of 

accounts refer?

10. What is the significance of “after a long time” in v. 19?

11. As for your own “talent level,” with which servant do you identify? Share a “talent” you are using for God. 
What’s your favorite excuse for NOT using it?
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12. What does this parable teach about “readiness”? The consequences of neglecting our “talents”?

Matthew 25:31–46
13. Read another “judgment scene” in Rev. 20:11–15. What details are the same? What does this passage add 

that is not mentioned in Matthew 25?

14. In your understanding, who are “the least of these my brothers” (vv. 40, 45)? Does Matt.12:46–50 provide 
help?

15. “You did it to me” occurs in the same verses. Read again Matt. 10:40–42, which comes at the end of Jesus’ 
mission instruction to the Twelve.

 a) Who is “you” in that passage?

 b) Who are “these little ones”?

 c) What parallels can you see between Matthew 10:40–42 and Matt. 25:43–45?

16. On what basis does Jesus say people are divided into sheep and goats:

 a) Their faith? b) Their actions? c) Their relationships?

17. Another “judgment” passage is John 3:16–21. In that passage, when does “judgment” occur? On what 
basis are people saved or condemned?

18. In your life recently, how have you been the giver of care? The recipient of care?

19. Reflect on chapter 25. Taking the parables and the judgment scene together, how would you summarize the 
impact it makes on your understanding of Judgment Day?

MEMORY VERSE
Matthew 25:32 “Before him will be gathered all the nations, and he will separate people one from another as a 

shepherd separates the sheep from the goats.”
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The question is urgent, for we are just now in the 
middle of the great story, and the ending is still 

being written. Will it be a happy ending?

T H E R ET U R N OF T H E K I NG
Near the end of J. R. R. Tolkien’s epic tale, The Lord of the Rings, the 
true king Aragorn returns to claim his rightful throne in the city of Minas 
Tirith. A climactic battle has brought doom for the evil power and the 
beginning of a new age. Sound familiar? It ought to, for we too are part 
of a great (true!) story in which the rightful king comes to defeat the evil 
that darkens this world and to establish His kingdom.

All the best stories, writes John Eldredge, share similar elements. All 
have a beginning that beckons us to sit and listen in fascination. In 
all there comes the entrance of evil and a helper, a hero, to face it. 
In all there is a rescue that exacts a terrible cost. Jack rescues Rose 
from the sinking Titanic, but dies of hypothermia. Captain Miller saves 
Private Ryan, but loses his life on the bridge. Aslan rescues the traitor 
Edmund, but must die at the witch’s hand at the stone table. The story, 
it seems, must end in tragedy. But in fact, all the best stories end on a 
note of lasting joy. Snow White is awakened by love’s first kiss and lives 
happily ever after. Private Ryan survives the war and lives to see his 
grandchildren. Aragorn is crowned king and marries Arwen, and Sam the 
hobbit rides home to Rosie and says, “I’m back.”

And what about the great true story we are in? Matthew’s narrative is 
rushing toward its finish. Jesus, the king Himself has come to His city. 
He is speaking to those who have given Him their allegiance. In the 

Matthew
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Olivet Discourse He is telling them the story’s 
end before He (and they) face the terrible cost 
of their rescue. The end of this story will be 
a happy one only for those who are rightly 
prepared. Are they? Are we?

T E N V I RGI NS—R E A DY OR NOT ? 
Matthew 25:1–13
The two parables that begin chapter 25 are a 
continuation of Jesus’ exhortation in chapter 
24 to be prepared for His return. Both portray 
people awaiting the arrival of someone they 
know is coming. They just don’t know when. In 
both cases the wait turns out to be a lengthy one 
(“at midnight” in the first; “after a long time” in 
the second). Jesus here underlines the need for 
us to be prepared for His coming and warns of 
what will happen if we are not.

The first parable is about 10 virgins who “went 
to meet” a bridegroom (v. 1, cf. Matt. 9:15; 2 
Cor. 11:2) and wound up waiting until midnight. 
Acquaintance with the cultural background helps 
us understand the parable’s meaning. Jewish 
weddings normally had the groom go to the 
bride’s home and lead her back to his home, 
where festivities would begin. The bridesmaids 
were to wait for his arrival at the bride’s house, 
ready to escort the procession. Weddings usually 
took place at night, which explains the need for 
light. The Greek word translated as “lamps” in 
both NIV and ESV (not the same word as in 5:15) 
is better translated as “torches.”

There are five “wise” and five “foolish” 
maidens (v. 2). The number does not indicate 
“that half of mankind will be saved, but merely 
that there were two types of maidens, and 
the hearer must decide which type to imitate” 
(Filson). The wise bring extra olive oil in case 
the bridegroom is delayed and the torches burn 
low. The foolish ones have not, apparently, 
considered that possibility!

All 10 drift off to sleep for an undefined period 
of time because “the bridegroom was delayed” 
(cf. 24:48). There is no blame attached to 
their falling asleep, for the hour is late. The 
bridegroom’s sudden approach startles them 
into wakefulness. The wise are prepared, but 
the foolish are not. When they ask the wise for 
extra oil, the wise decline: “Since there will not 
be enough for us and for you, go rather . . . and 
buy for yourselves” (v. 9). This response is not 
born of selfishness but of common sense, for if 
the torches went out in midnight’s darkness, the 
procession would be a disaster. It’s possible that 
Jesus is warning against the notion that one can 
use the spiritual resources of another person 
to assure his own salvation. This writer vividly 
recalls an unbelieving husband’s quip during a 
home visit: “My wife takes care of the religion 
for the both of us.”

Readers may be perplexed at the seemingly 
harsh words of the bridegroom to the 
latecomers, who ask, “Lord, open to us.” His 
response? “I do not know you” (v. 12).

It is a parabolic replay of the stern warning of 
Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount, in which 
Jesus will say to some, “I never knew you; 
depart from me” (7:23). The closing of the door 
and the words of the bridegroom stress the 
finality that surrounds Judgment Day. There 
comes a time when it is too late for those 
unprepared people who procrastinated or even 
ignored God’s invitation. THE DOOR WAS SHUT. 
We cannot hear or read this parable without a 
kind of shiver down our backs. Urgently on the 
heels of “you also must be ready” (24:44) comes 
the warning: “Watch therefore” (v. 13)! We must 
not miss the “marriage supper of the Lamb” 
(Rev. 19:9).
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T H E TA LEN TS—USED OR WA ST ED ? 
Matthew 25:14–30
In chapter 24, the summons to be ready was 
followed by an explanation of how that can 
happen by means of the parable of the faithful 
and wise servant (24:45–51). Here, likewise, 
the summons to watch is followed by a parable 
explaining how we are to occupy our time as we 
do so. Luke 19:11–27 records a parable with 
many similarities.

The parable of the talents begins by 
introducing “a man going on a journey” who 
entrusted his cash assets to his servants 
during his absence (v. 14). Jesus Himself 
is that man, and all of us disciples are 
the servants to whom the Lord entrusts 
responsibility for service while we await His 
return. The word “talent” was originally a 
measure of weight (60–80 pounds), and then 
a sizable unit of coinage, worth 6,000 denarii 
(approximately 20 years’ wages!). It has come 
into English as a word describing a natural or 
supernatural ability one has been given.

The servants are given varying amounts of 
money to work with, but even one talent (as 
we noted above) was a vast sum. In Matthew’s 
parable, the talents are distributed in differing 
amounts, based on the master’s evaluation of 
the servants’ capacities. In Luke’s version, all 
get the same amount. In any case, no glory 
or blame attaches to the differing amounts. 
The master only cares that the servants work 
faithfully with what they’ve been given. Paul will 

later say the same when he acknowledges that 
we have “gifts that differ” and urges, “let us use 
them” (Rom. 12:6).

The servants are accountable for what they 
do while their master is away. The journey of 
the man in the parable corresponds to Jesus’ 
absence between His ascension and His return, 
an interval that will last “a long time” (v. 19), 
even as the groom in the previous parable was 
delayed until midnight (v. 6). Both parables thus 
remind us readers that Jesus’ return will not be 
immediate, and we must settle in for a lengthy 
wait. Still, we are to stay alert (v. 13) and make 
the most of the time we have, for our master 
will come suddenly and unexpectedly and 
“settle accounts” with us (v. 19). As the creeds 
put it, He “will come to judge.”

The first two servants prove faithful and 
diligent and set to work “at once” (v. 16). Both 
are faithful, both double the money they’ve 
been given, and when the master returns, they 
receive the identical commendation: “Well 
done, good and faithful servant. You have been 
faithful over a little; I will set you over much. 
Enter into the joy of your master” (vv. 21, 23). 
The third servant does not waste the money (as 
did the prodigal son) nor lose it by carelessness. 
Instead, he buries it in a hole. This act, which 
seems strange to us, was actually a common 
way of protecting property at that time. Eduard 
Schweitzer reports that, according to rabbinic 
law, burying property was the safest course and 
would absolve the servant from any liability!

In God’s kingdom there is a kind of law of spiritual atrophy: 
when gifts are not exercised, they are withdrawn.
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That third servant guesses that more is expected, 
however, so he blames the master for his own 
laziness, accusing him of being a “hard” man 
(Greek, skleeros) who would gather where he 
“scattered no seed” (v. 24). But the master will 
not let him make laziness a virtue. Using the 
servant’s own words, he condemns his failure 
to act. If the master were so hard and grasping, 
should the servant not have “invested [the] money 
with the bankers” where it could at least have 
earned interest (v. 27)? The wicked servant’s 
talent is taken from him and given to the man 
who now has ten (see 13:12; 21:43). The “good 
for nothing slave” (Goodspeed) is flung into “outer 
darkness” where there is “weeping and gnashing 
of teeth,” the same end decreed for the “wicked 
servant” in the earlier parable (24:48–51).

All of this should give us pause as we consider 
our common tendency to complain that we have 
little talent and to excuse our failure to use what 
we do have. In God’s kingdom there is a kind 
of law of spiritual atrophy: when gifts are not 
exercised, they are withdrawn. Those who love the 
Lord and know His goodness are not afraid to use 
whatever they have been given.

T H E K I NG ON T H E 
JU D GMEN T T H RON E 
Matthew 25:31–46
Jesus closes this long discourse with a 
breathtaking description of the last judgment. 
In this scene, unique to Matthew, “the Son of 
Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with 
him” (v. 31). One can almost hear majestic music 
playing! The scope is vast. The angels who sang 
at His birth (Luke 2:13–14) and delivered vital 
messages to Joseph and the wise men now 
attend Jesus as He returns in glory. “All the 
nations” (v. 32) are gathered before that glorious 
throne. No one will be missing. No one will be 
able to hide. Jesus Himself will execute the final 
judgment on all humankind for His Father.

Jesus elsewhere makes plain that people’s 
guilt or innocence happened already in their 
acceptance or rejection of Him: “Whoever 
believes in him is not condemned, but whoever 
does not believe is condemned already” (John 
3:18). Here at the great throne the king’s verdict 
is publicly pronounced and the sentence is 
carried out in the separation of people into two 
groups, “as a shepherd separates the sheep 
from the goats” (v. 32). Fittingly, the “sheep” 
are placed at His “right hand,” traditionally 
understood by Jews as one’s “clean” hand and 
the place of honor (Ps. 110:1; Matt. 22:44). 
Sheep and goats, which pastured together 
during the day, were separated into different 
pens at night, with the shepherd standing at the 
entrance as a kind of human doorway (cf. John 
10:7–9) through which each animal had to pass. 
In the same way, people who lived together, 
worked together, and even went to church 
together will be finally and eternally separated 
on that momentous day. There will be only two 
destinations. There will be no shades of gray.

What decides the matter? Why do some go away 
“into eternal punishment” while others go “into 
eternal life” (v. 46)? In John 3:16 it’s clearly a 
matter of faith—“whoever believes” will “have 
eternal life.” But initially it seems otherwise here. 
A cursory reading of the scene leads the reader 
to suppose that the decisive matter is simply our 
response to human need—feeding the hungry, 
tending the sick, clothing the naked, welcoming 
strangers, and visiting prisoners. Who can argue 
that these are not crucial matters in a needy 
world, and that they are not somehow connected 
with our final destiny? But what, exactly, is the 
connection between such good works and one’s 
faith in determining where we spend eternity? We 
must reread the scene more carefully.

Listen to the words of the king to the saved: 
“Come, you who are blessed by my Father, 
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inherit . . . ” (v. 34). This is not a summons to 
claim a reward but an invitation to receive a gift 
long prepared. The crucial issue woven through 
Matthew’s Gospel has been the response of people 
to Jesus and His message. It remains the issue 
here. In everything the righteous have done, they 
have demonstrated their response to Him. Six 
times He repeats, “You [showed some care to] me.” 
When? “As you did it to one of the least of these my 
brothers, you did it to me” (v. 40).

Who are these “brothers”? The wider context in 
Matthew reveals that they are not just any “needy 
people” who happen across our path, though that is 
our usual understanding. Aside from its use to denote 
a sibling relationship, the word “brother” in Matthew 
is always used to denote believers. In 12:48–50 
Jesus provides an explicit definition: “Whoever 
does the will of my Father in heaven is my brother.” 
“Brothers” sometimes refers even more narrowly to 
the apostles. After His resurrection, Jesus instructs 
the women to tell “my brothers” to meet Him in 
Galilee (28:10). The Gospel’s final scene then shows 
Jesus meeting with the remaining eleven apostles.

The judgment, therefore, is not simply a matter of 
how well we performed “social ministry” to the 
poor and needy, but chiefly how we received and 
responded to those who represented Jesus and 
brought His message! That is, in fact, the point Jesus 
makes at the end of the mission discourse in chapter 
10. To the twelve apostles who are about to be sent 
out with that message, Jesus says, “Whoever receives 
you receives me” (10:40)—nor is it just those twelve 
men on that particular mission. Jesus expands 
His promise to include whatever “prophets” and 
“righteous ones” will be sent out later on. All of those 
disciples who represent Him are the “little ones” 
(10:42) who are to be welcomed and shown ordinary 
kindnesses (“a cup of cold water”). Those who do so 
will be rewarded. At the heart of the judgment, then, 
is the response people make to these “little ones,” the 
Gospel’s messengers. They represent the Christ we 
cannot see, but who truly comes to us in them: “I was 
a stranger and you welcomed me” (v. 35).

One final detail in the judgment scene bears this 
out. To both the “sheep” and the “goats” gathered 
before Him, Jesus indicates someone else in the 
scene: “These my brothers.” The word “these” refers 
to someone there in plain sight, not standing among 
either sheep or goats. Where are “these” people 
standing? A strong case can be made that Jesus is 
pointing to the apostles themselves, who sit beside 
Him at the judgment. So He had promised them: 
“When the Son of Man will sit on his glorious throne, 
you . . . will also sit on twelve thrones, judging the 
twelve tribes of Israel” (19:28).

To say this is NOT to deny the importance of simple 
kindness! How we receive those messengers and 
the Gospel they bring will ALSO shape the response 
we make to the enormous human need that meets 
us everywhere. In a trial, the guilt or innocence of 
the defendant is made plain by the evidence. At the 
last judgment our treatment of others (including 
those Gospel messengers) will be the evidence that 
our faith was either genuine or simply empty words 
(James 2:14–17). One of this writer’s pastors said 
memorably, “If you were on trial for being a Christian, 
would there be enough evidence to convict you?”

This scene in Matthew 25 is what we normally 
picture when we think of Judgment Day. There are, 
of course, other passages that provide additional 
detail. One of those is Revelation 20:11–15, where 
there is also mention of a “throne,” before which are 
gathered all “the dead.” We are shown the opening 
of “books” that have recorded “what they had done.” 
The scene in Matthew is so gripping, in part, because 
it is so very personal. Here we listen to the king’s 
own words spoken to those who stand before Him. 
We also hear the surprised response of all (“When 
did we see you?”) and the futile attempt to explain 
themselves by those who stand condemned (v. 44).

So what will be the verdict on us and on the people 
God places in our path? The question is urgent, for we 
are just now in the middle of the great story, and the 
ending is still being written. Will it be a happy ending?
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PER SONA L A PPLIC AT ION

Lord Jesus Christ, You invite me into a close communion with You. By this study 
of Your Word and the nourishment of Your holy meal, strengthen my devotion, 

enliven my prayers, and encourage my witness, for Your name’s sake. Amen.

For Review
1. What lessons on preparedness do you take away from the two parables in chapter 25?

2. Who are “the least of these my brothers”?

Matthew 26:1–5, 14–16
3. Jesus’ death occurred during Passover. Look up “Passover” online or in footnotes.

 a) What time of year did it occur?

 b) How long did the festival last?

 c) How many Jews came to Jerusalem to participate?

 d) What foods were normally consumed?

 e) What was the “point” of Passover?

4. Who hatched a plot to kill Jesus? Where did the plotters meet? How did Passover figure into their plans?

5. Which disciple offered assistance and what was he given for his help?

Matthew 26:6–13
6. If you had several months’ wages to spend on a single gift, what would you buy and to whom would you 

give it?

7. Compare Matthew’s report of this incident with that in Mark 14:3–9 and John 12:1–8. List some of the 
similarities and differences. Who objects to the woman’s action in each account, and why?

8. How does Jesus respond to the objection? What did He say the woman was really doing?

9. With whom do you identify in this story?

 a) Jesus? b) The woman? c) The disciples? d) The onlookers?
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Matthew 26:17–30
10. How are the preparations for the Passover meal similar to the preparations for Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem 

(21:1–3)?

11. According to v. 23, why did Jesus not attempt to prohibit Judas from betraying Him?

12. Read carefully what Jesus says about the food they are eating. What meaning does He attach to it (cf. Ex. 
24:8, Zech. 9:11)?

13. What do you normally think about as you participate in the Lord’s Supper?

14. What is He describing in v. 29?

15. What’s the last thing the group did together before leaving the room?

Matthew 26:31–46
16. Consult a Bible map for the location of the Mt. of Olives and Gethsemane. How far are they from the city?

17. A large theme in Matthew is the fulfillment of Scripture, a theme echoed several times in this chapter (vv. 
24, 31, 54, 56). What passage does Jesus cite as He predicts the disciples’ desertion?

18. What emotion is Jesus feeling and how does He describe it?

19. How many times does Jesus pray? What is the substance of His prayer? (see 20:22) While He is praying, 
what are the disciples doing?

20. For individual reflection: Where do I most often experience the tug-of-war between my “willing spirit” and 
my “weak flesh”? Against what temptations ought I to be praying at this time in my life?

MEMORY VERSE
Matthew 26:41 “Watch and pray that you may not enter into temptation. The spirit indeed is willing, but the 

flesh is weak.”
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T H E PA SSOV ER PLOT
A bizarre conspiracy theory put forth by Jewish scholar Hugh Schonfield 
in 1965 was that Jesus of Nazareth meticulously staged His own death 
and resurrection. Schonfield’s book, The Passover Plot, alleges that Jesus 
took seriously the Old Testament prophecies about a Messiah and crafted 
a careful plan to fulfill them all. His plot included the taking of a special 
drug to induce suspended animation and allow for a resurrection. The 
plan was derailed when the Roman soldier drove a spear into His side, 
killing Him and forcing His followers to improvise!

Schonfield’s theory is replete with problems, but the book’s title holds 
some truth. There was a plot made, not by Jesus, but against Him. And it 
was set in motion close to Passover, the arrival of which shaped a large 
portion of the narrative in Matthew 26. Passover influenced the timing 
of the plotters, and it set the agenda for the Last Supper. What’s more, 
it provides a crucial piece of our understanding about who Jesus is and 
why He came.

T H E PLOT TO K I LL JESUS 
Matthew 26:1–5, 14–16
The familiar formula, “When Jesus had finished all these sayings”(v. 1), 
alerts the reader that the discourses are ended. The Passion of Jesus 
now begins in earnest, and He makes His fourth and final prediction 
in chilling detail: “After two days the Passover is coming and the Son 
of Man will be crucified” (v. 2). Passover began on Thursday with the 
slaughtering of the lambs, so these words would have been spoken late 
in the day on Tuesday.

He makes His fourth and final 
prediction in chilling detail

Matthew
T h e  p l o T  a T  p a s s o v e r
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Matthew immediately describes the plot of the 
“chief priests and elders” to arrest and kill Jesus 
(vv. 3–5). By placing this so closely on the heels 
of the passion prediction, “Matthew gives the 
narrative the flavor of God’s sovereign control” 
over all that now unfolds (Carson). No sooner, it 
seems, has Jesus spoken the words than their 
fulfillment begins. The enemies’ plan is finalized 
“in the palace of the high priest, whose name 
was Caiaphas.”

But the plot against Jesus was no sudden, last 
minute decision in response to His arrival in 
Jerusalem. Paul Maier writes that the conspiracy 
against Jesus had been building for several years. 
Matthew records that the Pharisees “conspired 
against him, how to destroy him” already in 
12:14. There was almost certainly an “arrest 
notice” from the Sanhedrin published in the 
towns of Judea (cf. John 11:57). Maier contends, 
“We may, in fact, have some idea of how the 
arrest notice read. A rabbinical tradition . . . in 
the Talmud spells out the indictment . . . [which] 
can be reconstructed as follows:

wanteD : YeshU hannOsRi

He shall be stoned because he has practiced 
sorcery and enticed Israel to apostasy. Anyone 
who can say anything in his favor, let him 
come forward and plead on his behalf. Anyone 
who knows where he is, let him declare it to 
the Great Sanhedrin in Jerusalem.

The plotters agreed. Their aim was “to arrest 
Jesus by stealth and kill him,” but “not during the 
feast, lest there be an uproar among the people” 
(v. 5). Passover was one of the three great feasts 
(along with Pentecost and Tabernacles) that Jewish 
men were obligated to attend in Jerusalem. It 
occurred in the month of Nisan (March/April) and 
lasted eight days. The city, which normally had 
a population of fifty thousand, was at least three 
times that size during the feast. Festivalgoers were 

a tremendous throng that made Roman and Jewish 
leaders anxious.

Curiously, though they planned to wait until after 
Passover, His enemies wound up arresting Him 
on the very night of the feast because of a stroke 
of good fortune—help from inside Jesus’ own 
circle of disciples! That very week Judas Iscariot 
approached the Sanhedrin leaders to “deliver 
him” into their hands (v. 15). One of Judas’ 
motives, Matthew implies, was money: “What will 
you give me?” The chief priests counted out for 
him “thirty pieces of silver,” the value of a slave 
accidentally gored to death, as stipulated by the 
Law of Moses (Ex. 21:32; see also Zech. 11:13). 
If the coins were shekels, the sum amounted to 
about a month’s wages, “small pay for so great 
an act of treason” (Filson). Judas now looks for 
an opportune moment (v. 16).

T H E A NOI N T I NG AT B ET H A N Y 
Matthew 26:6–13
Because Jerusalem was crowded during Passover 
and accommodations would have been next to 
impossible to find, Jesus used the nearby village of 
Bethany as His home base (cf. 21:17). On Tuesday 
or Wednesday evening He and the disciples were 
supper guests “at the house of Simon the leper” 
(v. 6). We are not told if Simon was present, but 
if he was, his presence testified that he had been 
cleansed from that dread disease and now rejoiced 
to be part of society and host a meal once more.

The reason Matthew includes the account of this 
meal in the Passion narrative soon becomes clear. 
While Jesus was eating supper, “a woman came 
up to him with an alabaster flask of very expensive 
ointment, and she poured it on his head” (v. 7) as a 
mark of affection and honor. The disciples reacted 
indignantly, criticizing her wastefulness: “This 
could have been sold for a large sum and given to 
the poor” (v. 9). Jesus gently rebuked them: “Why 
do you trouble this woman? For she has done a 
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beautiful thing to me. For you always have the poor with you, but you will not always have me” 
(vv. 10–11). Now He connects her deed with His imminent death: “In pouring this ointment on 
my body, she has done it to prepare me for burial” (v. 12).

All four Gospels include this story in some form. Matthew, Mark, and John place the incident in 
Passover week just before His arrest. Luke’s account comes much earlier in his narrative (Luke 
7:36–50) and has enough differences that some think it describes a separate event. Mark 14:3–
9 is a close parallel, but with the additional details that the woman “broke the flask” and that 
the actual value of the ointment was “three hundred denarii” (a year’s salary for a working man). 
John 12:1–8 says it happened “six days before the Passover.” He makes no mention of Simon 
the leper but does say that Mary, Martha, and Lazarus were present. Some students guess that 
Simon was a father to those three. According to John, Mary is the woman who anointed Jesus, 
and Judas is the objector. John turns a spotlight on Judas’ hypocritical concern for the poor as a 
mask for his own greed.

The supper ends. The stage is set and the pieces are all in place. Jesus has come to Jerusalem 
and finished His teaching. His enemies have finalized their plot. Judas is looking for an an 
opportunity to betray Him. His body has even been prepared for burial! The day of Passover has 
arrived and the true Passover lamb is about to be sacrificed (1 Cor. 5:7).

T H E ME A L PR EPA R ED, T H E B ET R AY ER I DEN T I FI ED 
Matthew 26:17–25
The Synoptics all describe this final meal as a Passover meal. Matthew’s account is the 
simplest and shortest. John alone says it was a “supper” that took place “before the Feast of 
the Passover” (John 13:1–2). The Passover meal was an elaborate one in which participants 
ate roasted lamb, unleavened bread, harosheth (a sauce with fruit and nuts), and bitter herbs. 
They also consumed four cups of wine. The eating was accompanied by a kind of family liturgy 
that recalled Israel’s rescue from Egypt the night the angel of death “passed over” the homes 
of the Jews whose doorposts and lintels were painted with the lamb’s blood (see the account in 
Exodus 12).

The complexity of the meal required special preparations to be made. The disciples’ first order 
of business was to find an appropriate place: “Where will you have us prepare for you to eat 
the Passover?” (v. 17). The meal had to be eaten within Jerusalem or not at all! Jesus directs 
them to “a certain man” in the city whose house could be used. Did Jesus already know this 
man? The disciples obey, the man consents, and the meal is readied (vv. 18–19). The scene 
reminds us of His direction that the disciples procure the donkey and colt for His procession into 
Jerusalem just days earlier (21:1–3).
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The description of the meal itself is brief, 
containing only three scenes: the identification of 
the betrayer, the institution of the Lord’s Supper, 
and the singing of a hymn. The meal was eaten 
in the “evening,” which for the Jews was the 
beginning of the next day, Friday. As they are 
eating, Jesus makes a startling announcement: 
“One of you will betray me” (v. 21). The impact is 
immediate: “They were very sorrowful, and began 
to say to him one after another, ‘Is it I, Lord?’” (v. 
22). Jesus replies that the betrayer “has dipped 
his hand in the dish with me.” In that culture 
the sharing of a meal established an intimate 
fellowship between friends. To betray it would be 
“treachery of the worst sort” (Mounce).

Judas asks the same question as the others, 
but with a notable difference. Instead of calling 
Jesus “Lord” as genuine disciples always did, 
Judas addresses Him as “Rabbi” (or “Teacher”), 
a term used by non-disciples (19:16) and even 
enemies (22:16, 24, 36). Judas’ language 
betrays Him, even before Jesus says, “You have 
said so” (v. 25). This exchange between Jesus 
and Judas occurs only in Matthew. It makes 
clear that Jesus knows the heart of Judas, for He 
speaks a quiet, but terrible judgment: “The Son 
of Man goes as it is written of him, but woe to 
that man by whom the Son of Man is betrayed! 
It would have been better for that man if he had 
not been born” (v. 24).

If Jesus knew, why did He not attempt to prohibit 
Judas from betraying Him? The events now 
set in motion, Jesus explains, are “written” (in 
Scripture), decreed by God. Jesus already made 
plain to the home’s owner that “my time is at 
hand” (v. 18). God is in control of everything. As 
Matthew has often observed, the life and mission 
of Jesus “fulfill” the Law and the prophets. Even 
the sinful, damnable plotting and betrayal are 
woven into God’s plan.

T H E LOR D’S SU PPER I NST I T U T ED 
Matthew 26:26–29
The meal is now invested with special 
significance. Taking the bread, Jesus departs 
from the customary haggadah (explanation) to 
say something no one has ever said at Passover 
before: “Take, eat; this is my body” (v. 26). Not 
“represents.” Not “reminds you of.” THIS IS! 
One can imagine the disciples’ astonished looks. 
Similar words were spoken over the cup of wine 
He now held out: “Drink of it, all of you, for this 
is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out 
for many for the forgiveness of sins” (vv. 27–28). 
There is no mention of eating lamb at the meal, 
for Jesus Himself is the lamb (1 Cor. 5:7), and He 
hereby invests the bread and wine with that new 
meaning: it is His body and blood.

“Blood of the covenant” echoes Zechariah 9:11 
where the blood sets prisoners free. It recalls 
even more clearly Exodus 24:8, where Moses 
ratified the covenant at Sinai by throwing the 
blood of sacrificed animals on the people of Israel. 
The blood of sacrificed animals had always been 
poured out on the ground since the “life” belonged 
to God, but now the command is to “drink”! God 
is replacing the old covenant and making a new 
one with His people. This fact has given “the 
New Testament” its name. This new covenant of 
forgiveness brings to fulfillment the promise in 
Jeremiah 31:31–34, even though Matthew does 
not quote it. Some early manuscripts even insert 
the word “new” before the word covenant.

This meal and its meaning have been the key 
signature of Christian worship in all the centuries 
since. Jesus’ “four-fold action” (taking, blessing, 
breaking, and distributing) are the very outline 
of the service of the sacrament in the liturgy. 
The understanding that this meal is a vehicle for 
the forgiveness of sins is tied to these words. 
Just as Passover was a meal to be repeated for 
remembering and participating in the Exodus, 
so this meal is to be repeated for remembering 

M A T T H E W  2 6 : 1 – 4 6

LWBS176

23



and participating in the deliverance Jesus has 
brought. Though none of the Synoptics include “do 
this in remembrance of me,” Paul preserves the 
command of Jesus in 1 Corinthians 11:24–25.

The hopeful words of v. 29 look beyond the 
suffering and death now at hand to the Messianic 
banquet they will share when His work is 
completed and He returns in glory. It is, as the 
liturgy says, “a foretaste of the feast to come.”

O U T TO GET HSE M A N E 
Matthew 26:30–46
After the little group sings a hymn (probably one 
or more of the Hallel Psalms—113–118), Jesus 
leads the eleven remaining disciples out of the 
city gate down an ancient flight of steps into the 
Kidron Valley. They are headed to a grove of olive 
trees called Gethsemane (“oil press” in Aramaic) 
nestled in the lower slope of the Mount of Olives, 
just a few hundred yards from the city wall. It is a 
place they have visited often and know well (John 
18:1–2).

The night around them is dark and the mood 
somber, for as they walk Jesus makes another 
stunning prediction. Not only will He be betrayed, 
but this very night “you will all fall away because 
of me” (v. 31). “I will strike the shepherd, and the 
sheep of the flock will be scattered” (Zech. 13:7). 
Immediately He adds, as if completing His earlier 
passion prediction, “but after I am raised up, I will 
go before you to Galilee” (v. 32).

It is too much for Peter to accept. His self-
confidence remains unshaken: “Though they all 
fall away because of you, I will never fall away” 
(v. 33). Even Jesus’ retort that Peter will deny Him 
three times “before the rooster crows” cannot 
bend his stubborn pride: “Even if I must die with 
you, I will not deny you!” (v. 35). The others 
chorus their agreement. They cannot grasp what 
lies just ahead.

What now unfolds in Gethsemane shows the 
humanity of Jesus with remarkable fidelity, and 
we should not lightly pass over it. He leaves eight 
of His followers in the grove of trees while He 
takes the inner circle of Peter, James, and John 
a bit farther. “My soul is very sorrowful, even to 
death,” He tells them, practically a quote from the 
refrain of Psalm 42. “Remain here, and watch with 
me” (v. 38). The words of His prayer are a window 
to His agony. He stares not only into the face of 
death but also into the wrath of God against sin: 
“My Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from 
me” (v. 39; see also 20:22). Jesus is no “man of 
steel,” but rather a man with human flesh and 
fear, just like us, and He is facing a suffering and 
death like no other.

Three times He prays, struggling with the same 
emotions, repeating the same words. Each time 
He returns to the three and finds them asleep 
(vv. 40, 43, 45). In the end, His desire to do the 
Father’s will trumps His very human emotions: 
“Nevertheless, not as I will, but as you will.” And 
then finally, “Your will be done” (v. 42). It is the 
prayer He had taught them to pray (6:10).

But were they praying with Him? No, they were 
asleep! It was late in the evening, to be sure, 
and “their eyes were heavy” (v. 43). But He 
had asked them to keep watch with Him and 
to pray (v. 41). Their inability to do so is a sad 
commentary on their weakness and a troubling 
reminder of our own half-heartedness in prayer. 
“Sleep on, then. Take your rest,” He says with a 
sigh of resignation. They have lost any remaining 
opportunity to arm themselves for the spiritual 
assault that is coming.

Doubtless Jesus can see and hear the plotters’ party 
approaching as it crosses the Kidron with torches 
and begins to climb the path to Gethsemane. “The 
hour is at hand, and the Son of Man is betrayed into 
the hands of sinners. Rise, let us be going; see, my 
betrayer is at hand” (vv. 45–46).
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PE R SONA L A PPLIC AT ION

Gracious God, by Your Word equip me for the trials of my faith that 
are sure to come. Let the steadfastness and obedience of Your Son be my 

strength when I am weak. This I ask in His name. Amen.

For Review
1. What point is Paul Maier making as he describes the probable “arrest notice” posted by the Sanhedrin?

2. The Passion story is familiar to us. Did this lesson offer any new insights into the Last Supper or 
Gethsemane? If so, share with your group.

Matthew 26:47–56
3. Describe the group that came to arrest Jesus. What does this say about the kind of Messiah they expected 

to encounter?

4. What more do you learn about the “sword incident” in Luke 22:49–51 and John 18:10–11?

5. Once more Jesus declines to stop the course events are taking. What reason does He give for not asking 
angelic help (vv. 53–54)?

6. Have you experienced a time in the presence of Jesus’ enemies when you were faced with a decision to 
stand and fight for Him or to abandon Him? If so, what did you choose?

Matthew 26:57–68
7. Why do you think Peter followed (v. 58)?

8. What’s the significance of mentioning “two” witnesses in v. 60 (see Deut. 19:15)? What’s their accusation? 
What do you think Jesus meant to say in John 2:19?

9. On what basis does the Sanhedrin finally condemn Jesus to death?

10. Why do you suppose that Jesus is largely silent during the proceedings?

M A T T H E W  2 6 : 4 7 – 7 5

LWBS178

23



11. What prompts Him to answer Caiaphas (v. 64)? What two passages of Scripture does He reference? Check 
your footnotes to see where Jesus has previously quoted or alluded to these verses.

12. What’s your reaction to reading this trial scene?

 a) I’m angry at how they treated Him.

 b) I’m sad He had to go through this for me.

 c) I’m proud of how He responded.

13. Where do you see Jesus “on trial” today?

Matthew 26:69–75
14. Is there any significance to the fact that Peter made three separate denials? (see v. 34 and John 21:15–17)

15. Why do you think Peter denied that he knew Jesus after making his earlier boasts?

16. For personal reflection: Has there been a time when you, like Peter, were ashamed of your disloyalty to 
Jesus? How does his story speak to you?

MEMORY VERSE
Take time to review the verses that you have committed to memory. Share with your group which of these 
passages has spoken most strongly to you.
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BETRAYAL AND ARREST – MATTHEW 26:47–56 181

TRIAL IN  THREE STAGES – A  RUSH TO JUDGMENT 181

JESUS BEFORE THE SANHEDRIN –  MATTHEW 26:57–68 182

PETER DENIES H IS  LORD – MATTHEW 26:69–75 184

PERSONAL APPL ICAT ION 185

C A N DI D PHOTOS
“Smile!” directs the photographer. We comply, regardless of how tired 
or angry we feel at the moment. We’ve all posed for pictures for the 
church directory, the high school yearbook, or the wedding. The people 
in those posed photos look back at us across the years and remind us of 
the passing of time and the toll that life’s vicissitudes and our own aging 
exact from us all.

Not all pictures are posed, however. There are also candid shots that 
capture people in the moment, unguarded and without pretense—
sometimes in compromising positions, or with looks that betray 
irritation, sadness, or boredom. The truthful images they portray may be 
embarrassing. “When did you take that one?”

The pictures we see in Matthew 26 and throughout the passion story 
are all candid shots. Some are startling. Some are ugly. Many are 
heartbreaking. The Bible does not airbrush its characters or present 
them as “all smiles.” Can you visualize the moment of Judas’ kiss and 
the sadness in Jesus’ eyes—the clenched teeth of the disciple who 
swings his sword, and the stunned surprise and terror of the man on 
the receiving end? The sneering lips and pointed fingers of the false 
witnesses? The look on Caiaphas’ face as he tears his robes and bellows, 
“What further evidence do we need?” The demeanor of a man striking 
Jesus in the face and taunting Him? The desperation of Peter as he 

Come along now and look closely at what unfolds, 
for you are there with all of them tonight, 

watching through Matthew’s lens.

Matthew
a r r e s T ,  T r i a l ,  a n d  d e n i a l
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swears he doesn’t know Jesus, and then his ashen-
faced remorse as he sits alone, weeping “bitterly”?

Come along now and look closely at what unfolds, 
for you are there with all of them tonight, watching 
through Matthew’s lens. These aren’t pretty pictures, 
but you’ll never witness anything more important.

B ET R AYA L A N D A R R EST 
Matthew 26:47–56
The darkness among the olive trees of Gethsemane 
is suddenly illuminated by torchlight. The eleven 
sleepy disciples are roused to wakefulness by the 
clatter of “a great crowd with swords and clubs, 
from the chief priests and elders of the people” 
(v. 47). Were there Roman soldiers among them? 
Matthew mentions none, but John 18:12 writes of 
“a band of soldiers and their captain,” using Greek 
words that suggest a small detachment of Romans 
had come along to keep order. The presence of the 
weapons and the soldiers indicates some fear by the 
authorities that Jesus might have military intent and 
His followers the weapons to enforce it.

Into the light steps the betrayer. Judas “came up 
to Jesus at once and said, ‘Greetings, Rabbi!’” 
According to a prearranged sign, “he kissed him” 
(vv. 48–49). The need for identifying Jesus was 
obvious, not only because it was dark, but because 
in a time long before photography the faces of even 
great celebrities would not be widely known as they 
are today. The Greek word for “kiss” suggests an 
elaborate show of affection (elsewhere used by Luke 
to describe the Father’s welcome of his prodigal 
son). In rabbinic tradition, it was improper for a 
student to greet his rabbi before being spoken to, 
with the result that this lavish greeting and kiss may 
have borne the feel of a public insult!

All in a moment, the crowd seizes the master, 
prompting one of the disciples to draw his sword 
and make an awkward lunge at one of the captors. 
The result? He “struck the servant of the high priest 
and cut off his ear” (v. 51). Matthew identifies no 
one by name, but John’s account names Peter 

as the swordsman and Malchus as the recipient 
of the blow (John 18:10–11). Luke the physician 
appropriately notes that Jesus healed the man with 
a touch (Luke 22:51). Matthew alone records the 
rebuke Jesus spoke to His disciple, “Put your sword 
back into its place. For all who take the sword 
will perish by the sword” (v. 52). If Peter was that 
swordsman, it would not be the first time Jesus had 
rebuked him, nor will it be the last.

Once more Jesus declines to stop the course that 
events are taking, even though He could appeal to 
His Father who would “at once send me more than 
twelve legions of angels.” That’s a figure exceeding 
76,000 since one Roman legion was comprised of 
6,000 infantry and 120 cavalry! But He refrained 
because “how then should the Scriptures be 
fulfilled, that it must be so?” (v. 54).

Jesus turns to the crowd: “Have you come out as 
against a robber?” The Greek word leestees actually 
means “revolutionary”! He has been teaching daily 
in the temple, “and you did not seize me”—perhaps 
a reminder that the authorities fear public opinion. 
Once more He observes that “all this has taken 
place that the Scriptures . . . might be fulfilled” 
(v. 56). A repeated refrain in Matthew is that God 
Himself decreed all this, and that events followed 
the script spoken by and written in the prophets.

T R I A L I N T H R EE STAGES 
a RUsh tO JUDgMent
Back in Jerusalem, the proceedings against Jesus 
unfolded in three stages. The first preliminary 
hearing brought Him to the residences of Annas and 
Caiaphas in the dead of night. Ordinarily, no action 
would have been undertaken this late, for according 
to Jewish law, all proceedings involving a man’s life 
had to take place in full daylight. This was the first 
of several illegalities in Jesus’ trial. Another was 
that He was offered no defense attorney. A third was 
that the brevity of the proceedings was contrary 
to the requirement that a capital case take no less 
than two days (D. A. Carson).
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The second stage was a formal gathering of the Sanhedrin as soon as it was daylight (see 
27:1), possibly to satisfy the aforementioned legal requirement. The final stage was a 
necessary condemnation by Roman governor, Pontius Pilate, since the Romans alone could 
execute a prisoner.

Why the rush? Very simply, time was against them. Dragging things out would have increased 
the danger of mob violence exponentially. The Sanhedrin feared the reaction of the Passover 
throng in Jerusalem, among whom would have been many of Jesus’ followers from Galilee. 
The pressure to handle this immediately was great, because no one could be executed on 
the Sabbath, which was only a day away. If they were to have the cooperation of the Romans, 
they must have it today.

JESUS B EFOR E T H E SA N H EDR I N 
Matthew 26:57–68
It was late, near midnight. According to John’s Gospel, Jesus was first taken to the house of 
Annas, the former high priest (AD 6–15) who had been deposed by the Romans. He was also 
father-in-law to Caiaphas, the current high priest (AD 18–36). Maier thinks it likely that the 
two men lived next door to one another, their homes separated only by a courtyard.

Peter followed, but at a distance (v. 58), out of a mixture of dogged loyalty and palpable fear. 
John also followed the crowd into the city, and because he “was known to the high priest,” 
he may have used his connection to help Peter gain entry into the courtyard (John 18:15–16).

The Sanhedrin was comprised of 70 members plus the high priest. Though a quorum was 
only 23 members, it is likely that most, if not all, were assembled there at Caiaphas’ house. 
The Sanhedrin worked feverishly to assemble coherent charges sufficient to condemn Him. 
Could they make a reasonable case? The assembly listened with increasing impatience to 
a string of “many false witnesses” (v. 60). Numbers were no problem, but the testimonies 
were, since they simply did not agree (Mark 14:56).

Finally two of them agreed on a charge: “This man said, ‘I am able to destroy the temple of 
God, and to rebuild it in three days’” (v. 61). But they misrepresented Him. The actual words 
of Jesus are recorded in John 2:19–21: “Destroy this temple and in three days I will raise it 
up.” Their testimony fell apart when it became plain that Jesus referred to the “temple” of 
His own body.

The Sanhedrin worked feverishly to assemble coherent 
charges sufficient to condemn Him.
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On His part, Jesus remained silent (v. 63). 
There was no need to speak, for nothing 
convincing had emerged from all the witnesses 
dragged in to testify. Nor would Jesus do 
anything to interfere with the course of events 
the Father had decreed. In His silence the early 
church saw fulfillment of Isaiah 53:7 (“He 
opened not his mouth”). Meanwhile, the case 
against Him threatened to unravel.

Maier nicely summarizes what happened next: 
“Disgruntled at the lack of progress, Caiaphas 
stood up and tried for one last time the ploy 
of the previous days: snaring Jesus in his own 
words . . . [he] managed to score a brilliant 
thrust into the very core of the issue by posing 
his fateful question: ‘I adjure you by the living 
God to tell us . . . Are you the Messiah? The 
Christ? Are you the Son of God?’”

It is the most solemn oath known to Jews. 
Jesus does not try to evade it, for the 
question is at the heart of His person and 
work. If Jesus refuses to answer, He will 
break a legally imposed oath. If He answers 
“no,” He loses His influence with the people. 
If He answers “yes,” the Sanhedrin is 
prepared to condemn Him to death.

“You have said so.” Yes. I am! It is the 
Christological climax of Matthew’s Gospel, the 
theme announced in the very first verse.

Now that He has finally spoken, Jesus is not 
finished: “But I tell you, from now on you will 
see the Son of Man seated at the right hand 
of Power and coming on the clouds of heaven” 
(v. 64). Jesus is here alluding to two pivotal 
Old Testament passages He has used before. 
The first, “Sit at my right hand” (ref. Ps. 

110:1), He had employed in His confrontation 
with the Pharisees at the temple (22:41– 46). 
The second, “Son of Man . . . Coming with 
the clouds of heaven!” (ref. Daniel 7:13). He 
had quoted to His disciples on Olivet as He 
described His return in glory (24:30–31). 
His words are both a promise and a looming 
threat. From now on, they will see Him, no 
longer as a prisoner, but as the undisputed 
king and their sovereign judge!

The room erupts with gasps. Tearing his high 
priestly robe (“the length of the palm of the 
hand,” as required), Caiaphas struggles to be 
heard above the rising commotion: “He has 
uttered blasphemy. What further witnesses 
do we need? What is your judgment? . . . He 
deserves death,” they chorus (vv. 65–66). 
Blasphemy, Caiaphas called it. But was it? 
Jesus’ claim to be the Messiah was either 
true or false and should have been examined 
in detail that night. By itself, the claim was 
not blasphemy. According to the Talmud, 
blasphemy technically occurred only when 
the sacred name of God as He revealed it 
to Moses (Yahweh) was uttered, or when a 
person claimed to be God. Perhaps Caiaphas 
took Jesus’ reference to being “seated at 
the right hand of Power” and “coming on the 
clouds of heaven” as claims to divinity. In that 
he was right!

The assembly turns vicious, augmenting their 
angry judgment with hostile deeds: “Then 
they spit in his face and struck him. And some 
slapped him, saying, ‘Prophesy to us, you 
Christ! Who is it that struck you?’” The highest 
governing body among the Jews has become a 
pack of schoolyard bullies.
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PET ER DEN I ES H IS LOR D 
Matthew 26:69–75
Meanwhile, outside in the courtyard, Peter is a picture of hopeless despair and dogged loyalty, 
waiting “to see the end” (v. 58). He is sitting near the guards, warming himself before a charcoal 
fire flaming in a brazier since the April night is cool. Sunup is still several hours away. His face 
is illumined by the fire. Unexpectedly, a “servant girl” deliberately plants herself in front of him 
and blurts out: “You also were with Jesus the Galilean” (v. 69). They all know what’s going on 
inside! “Galilean” is a derogatory term, spoken with distaste in the same way as a cultured city 
dweller in our time might scorn a “redneck.”

Peter flinched with sudden fear. The guards must have turned to have a look at him, for 
Matthew reports that Peter “denied it before them all,” insisting that he didn’t know what 
she meant (v. 70). Moving to get out of the firelight, he went “out to the entrance” of the 
courtyard, but there another servant girl saw him and echoed the accusation of the first: “This 
man was with Jesus of Nazareth” (v. 71). Again Peter denied the claim, adding an oath for 
good measure. “I swear it!” But the more he spoke, the more he compounded his danger, for 
his Galilean accent betrayed him.

It was a standing joke in those days, says Maier, that you couldn’t tell if a Galilean were talking 
about an ass, a lamb, or a jug of wine, since Galileans pronounced hamor, immar, and hamar 
practically the same. But it was no laughing matter for Peter. A while later one of the bystanders 
in the courtyard took up the refrain: “Certainly, you too are one of them, for your accent betrays 
you” (v. 73).

Like a caged animal prodded by tormentors, Peter lashed back furiously, invoking “a curse on 
himself” and swearing, “I DO NOT KNOW THE MAN!” (v. 74). At that moment a rooster crowed 
somewhere nearby, and Peter was stabbed by the remembrance of the master’s sad prediction: 
“Before the rooster crows, you will deny me three times” (v. 75). Jesus’ words came true. 
Peter’s heart broke with remorse “and he went out and wept bitterly.”

The narrative of three accusers that night gives Matthew another opportunity to recount a 
grouping of three (as with the three sets of miracles in chapters 8–9 and the three passion 
predictions in chapters 16, 17, and 20). In this instance, of course, all the evangelists agree. 
There may be something else in play as well. The Jews considered three a “God number.” Peter 
denied three times the one who was “God with us.” John will later report on how Jesus forgave 
Peter after asking him three times if he loved Him (John 21). That threefold pardon was the 
working of God.

Peter’s denial is a candid picture of our common human weakness and sin, reminding us of the 
necessity of penitential tears. That sin is the reason for Jesus’ coming and His very name. The 
candid photos of Jesus’ passion we have seen in this lesson, along with others we shall soon 
behold, show clearly the great heart of God for Peter and for us all. Look again and give thanks.
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PER SONA L A PPLIC AT ION

Lord Jesus, though sinless, You were condemned so that we poor sinners might be 
acquitted! Grant us the grace to appreciate what You did for us and the power 

to live out our grateful response. We ask it for Your name’s sake. Amen.

For Review
1. Jesus does not try to “resist arrest” in the garden. Why?

2. Enumerate the illegalities in Jesus’ trial. What do you think was the reason for this?

3. How does the story of Peter’s denial speak to you personally?

Matthew 27:1–2
4. Do an internet search for information on Pontius Pilate. What do you learn? Share with your small group.

Matthew 27:3–10
5. Compare the account of Judas’ death here with Acts 1:18. Using these two passages, how would you 

describe how he died?

6. What triggers Judas’ remorse? How does he “make amends”? What’s the biggest difference between his 
repentance and Peter’s (26:75)?

7. How do you normally handle things when you have done someone a terrible wrong?

8. Still another fulfillment! What passage is being “fulfilled” (see Jer. 18:2–6; 19:4–12; 32:6–15 and Zech. 
11:12–13)? What portion of the words in vv. 9–10 can you find in the passages above?

Matthew 27:11–25
9. Caiaphas had charged Jesus with “blasphemy.” What, however, is the charge the Sanhedrin presented 

before Pilate? Why might this provoke the death penalty?

10. Is Pilate’s overriding concern justice or peace? Is he more responsive to a) the Jewish leaders? b) the 
crowd’s opinion? c) his wife? d) his conscience?
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11. What is Pilate’s motive in offering a choice of prisoners to release?

12. Have you ever gone along with “the crowd,” only to regret it later? If so, what happened?

13. “His blood be on us,” said the crowd. How would you put this into your own words? How do Deut. 19:10, 
Matt. 23:35–36 and Acts 5:28 help in understanding this passage?

14. Which upsets you more: a guilty person freed, or an innocent person condemned? Which phrase has more 
often described you?

Matthew 27:26–31
15. How does this scene bear witness to Jesus’ identity?

16. Why do you think the soldiers were so cruel? What examples have you seen in our own time of gratuitous 
cruelty to someone already condemned?

17. Have you seen any motion pictures that helped you have a better grasp of the events narrated here by 
Matthew? If so, how did they help?

MEMORY VERSE
Matthew 26:64 “From now on you will see the Son of Man seated at the right hand of Power and coming on the 

clouds of heaven.”
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LED BEFORE THE GOVERNOR – MATTHEW 27:1–2 188

THE DEATH OF JUDAS – MATTHEW 27:3–10 188

ROMAN JUSTICE: BARABBAS OR JESUS?  
MATTHEW 27:11–25 189

THE KING CROWNED WITH THORNS – MATTHEW 27:26–31 190

PERSONAL APPL ICAT ION 192

In the midst of this scene of humanity at 
its worst, we see God at His best.

PI L AT E I N STON E
In the summer of 1961, Italian archaeologists were excavating a site near 
the ancient seaport of Caesarea when they unearthed a large stone with 
a partial inscription, reconstructed as follows:

(CAESARIEN)S. TIBERIEUM

(PON)TIUS PILATUS

(PRAEF)ECTUS IUDAEAE

DEDIT

“Pontius Pilate, prefect of Judea, has presented the Tiberieum to the 
Caesareans.” The Tiberieum was some kind of public edifice named in 
honor of the emperor. This simple inscription was the first archaeological 
evidence for the existence of Pontius Pilate ever discovered.

Long before Pilate emerged in stone, his name had been spoken by 
generations of Christians as part of the Apostles’ Creed: “I believe . . . 
in Jesus Christ, His only Son, our Lord, who . . . suffered under Pontius 
Pilate.” Parents smile as their young children talk about Pontius the 
airline “pilot.”

The story of how this part of the drama unfolded on that Good Friday 
morning, especially of the role played by Pilate, is taken up in Matthew 27.

Matthew
“ s U F F e r e d  U n d e r  p o n T i U s  p i l a T e ”
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LED B E FOR E T H E GOV ER NOR 
Matthew 27:1–2
“When morning came” (v. 1), Jesus was brought 
again before the Great Sanhedrin, where a formal 
condemnation was made. The meeting at daybreak 
was probably held to satisfy the requirement that 
capital trials be held in daylight hours. The voting 
began with the youngest members of the council 
and ended with the oldest, the high priest voting 
last of all. There were likely two abstentions, 
which came from Joseph of Arimathea and 
Nicodemus, secret followers of Jesus (Maier). 
The final step before execution was to bring the 
prisoner before Pontius Pilate, the Roman governor 
(a prefect with military responsibilities, not a 
procurator) of Judea (v. 2). This was necessary 
because the Romans alone held the authority to 
execute any prisoner. Pilate, who normally resided 
in Caesarea, often came to Jerusalem during 
feasts to be close to potential trouble spots.

The governor himself was from a prominent 
warlike clan in Italy (the Pontii), and his given 
name, Pilate, meant “armed with a javelin.” He 
ruled as prefect from AD 26 –36. The length of 
his tenure contradicts the popular impression 
that he was weak and incompetent. First century 
authors Josephus and Philo provide background 
information that indicates he was sometimes cruel 
and insensitive to his Jewish subjects. In one 
instance, he appropriated money from dedicated 
temple offerings (possibly with secret cooperation 
from priestly authorities) to build an aqueduct. 
When the common people rioted in protest, he 
sent soldiers who wound up killing many in spite 
of his orders not to use swords.

On another occasion, after Pilate had set up some 
golden shields in his Jerusalem headquarters, 
there arose a quarrel between the people, who 
demanded he remove the shields, and Pilate, 
who refused. The Judeans formally protested to 
Tiberius. In a very testy letter, notes Maier, the 

emperor ordered Pilate to take them down and 
ominously warned him to henceforth uphold the 
religious and political customs of his Jewish 
subjects. Pilate’s actions in this story, then, 
appear to be more about political survival than 
about being weak or indecisive.

T H E DE AT H OF JU DA S 
Matthew 27:3–10
Matthew alone of the four evangelists interrupts 
the narrative of the trial before Pilate to describe 
the remorse and suicide of Judas (but see Acts 
1:18). “When Judas . . . saw that Jesus was 
condemned, he changed his mind and brought 
back the thirty pieces of silver” (v. 3). He blurts 
out, “I have sinned by betraying innocent blood” 
(v. 4). The response of the religious leaders is 
remarkably callous: “What is that to us? See to it 
yourself.” Not our problem!

In the next moment, Judas “throws” the money 
“into the temple” and proceeds to go hang 
himself. Such a thing had happened once before 
in the Bible. In 2 Samuel 17:21–23, Ahithophel 
turned traitor against David and later hanged 
himself when his counsel was ignored. The 
account of Judas’ death here is mentioned 
briefly by Luke in Acts 1, where Peter calls for a 
replacement for Judas. Luke adds a parenthetical 
explanation: “Now this man acquired a field with 
the reward of his wickedness, and falling headlong 
he burst open in the middle and all his bowels 
gushed out” (Acts 1:18).

How then did Judas die? Matthew mentions 
no falling, and Luke mentions no hanging! The 
brevity of the accounts makes it difficult to 
reconcile Matthew and Luke, and there is simply 
too little information to conclude they contradict 
one another. That hasn’t stopped students from 
thinking about the matter. One long-held tradition 
from early centuries in the Church claims that 
Judas hanged himself from a tree branch over 
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a deep ravine. When the branch broke with 
his weight, whether before or after he died, he 
plunged down to his messy end.

The story triggers another observation from 
Matthew that words of the prophets have been 
“fulfilled.” But the quotation that follows, though 
attributed to Jeremiah, bears more resemblance 
to Zechariah 11:13, which reads, “I took the thirty 
pieces of silver and threw them into the house of 
the Lord, to the potter.” Why then does Matthew say 
it was “Jeremiah”? Probably because in Jeremiah 
there was a visit to a potter (Jer. 18:2–6), innocent 
blood and burial (Jer. 19:4–6), and the buying of a 
field (Jer. 32:6–15). Such a fusing of two sources 
under one “quotation” is not unknown in Matthew 
(3:17) or in scattered other places in Scripture.

Why has Matthew included this story of the death 
of Judas? It testifies to the innocence of Jesus, 
which stands in sharp contrast to the guilt of 
those all around Him. Judas the betrayer speaks 
of Jesus’ “innocent blood” and his own guilt. The 
depiction of the religious leaders is bitterly ironic. 
“See how careful they are about keeping rules,” 
Matthew seems to say, “while at the same time 
they are so callous toward the man they had used 
and so vicious in seeking the death of their own 
Messiah?” (Filson). Pilate likewise will testify 
about Jesus’ innocence (v. 23).

The story of Judas is also instructive about the 
difference between mere sorrow over sin and a 
saving faith that both confesses the sin and trusts 
the Lord for pardon. Judas is an example of the 
first. He grieves at what he has done. He tries 
to make amends by returning the money. But he 
finds no forgiveness for he has no trust in Jesus, 
only despair over his wrong. Peter, who has also 
sinned grievously, exhibits not only sorrow over 
sin, but a love for Jesus that ultimately seeks and 
finds restoration (John 21:15–17).

ROM A N JUST ICE : B A R A B B A S OR JESUS ? 
Matthew 27:11–25
The story of the Roman trial resumes with 
Jesus standing before Pilate. While we are not 
sure where this scene played out, it probably 
happened at the lavish palace that Herod the 
Great had constructed at the western edge of 
the old city, which was preferable to the Spartan 
accommodations of the Antonia Fortress by 
the temple. It’s also unlikely that Pilate’s wife, 
Procula, who was there with him (v. 19), would 
have been subjected to staying in the military 
barracks at the fortress (Maier).

Pilate’s opening question indicates the charge 
brought by the Sanhedrin: “Are you the King of 
the Jews?” (v. 11). It will not do to allege that 
Jesus is a “blasphemer” to Pilate, who will 
not intervene in the religious quarrels of the 
Jews. So the Sanhedrin has reworded Jesus’ 
acknowledgement to being the Messiah as a 
claim to political kingship, a charge that could be 
interpreted by the Romans as treason, something 
worthy of the death penalty. In Luke’s version, 
they add that Jesus was “forbidding us to give 
tribute to Caesar” (Luke 23:2).

Pilate awaits Jesus’ response, eyeing Him closely. 
“You have said so,” answers Jesus. The words are 
affirmative, but qualified in a way that says, “Yes, 
I am a king, but not in the way you suppose.” Then 
Jesus lapses into silence as the priests and elders 
drone on with their accusations. The dignified 
silence of his prisoner leaves Pilate “greatly 
amazed” (v.14), and the palpable “envy” of the 
accusers (v. 18) convinces the governor that Jesus 
is no threat to Rome.

At some point in the proceedings, a messenger 
comes to whisper in Pilate’s ear: “Pilate, your 
wife sent me to say, ‘Have nothing to do with 
that righteous man, for I have suffered much 
because of him today in a dream’” (v. 19). Dreams 

M A T T H E W  2 7 : 1 – 3 1

MichaeL KaSting 189

25



were serious business to the Romans, for they 
were thought to predict future events. Everyone 
knew about Calpurnia’s dream of Julius Caesar’s 
bloodied toga on the eve of the Ides of March. 
Meanwhile, the accusers are growing more shrill 
and insistent: “You must condemn him to death!”

Pilate is trapped. His wife’s urgent message 
confirms Pilate’s sense of Jesus’ innocence. 
Justice ought to be done, but Pilate remembers 
the emperor’s directive to uphold the customs of 
his Jewish subjects. What to do now? He looks for 
a way out. “Uphold Jewish customs . . . ” Then he 
remembers his own custom: every Passover he 
releases a prisoner the crowd chooses. That’s it—a 
simple way to keep the people satisfied, and it 
might get him off the hook! His soldiers are just now 
holding “a notorious prisoner called Barabbas.” The 
name “Barabbas” is a strange one, for in Aramaic 
it means “son of the father.” Was he the son of a 
famous rabbi (Carson)? A few early manuscripts 
preserve his name as “Jesus Barabbas”!

Pilate will let the crowd choose: “Whom do you 
want me to release for you: Barabbas, or Jesus 
who is called Christ?” (v. 17). They would not 
choose an insurrectionist and murderer (Mark 15:7) 
over their Messiah, would they? Maybe he will get 
justice and peace today.

But the crowd was not a random sample of visitors 
there for Passover. Those who have assembled 
at this early hour would more likely have been 
Jerusalem residents who had got word of the 
trial. Some may have been family and friends 
of the Sanhedrin, alerted to be there, or quickly 
summoned when Pilate made his offer of releasing 
a prisoner. Matthew notes that the chief priests and 
elders “persuaded the crowd” to choose Barabbas 
(v. 20). When at last Pilate puts the matter before 
them, they shout, “Barabbas!” And what of Jesus? 
“Let him be crucified!” (vv. 22–23).

Pilate realizes his tactical blunder too late. Now 
he cannot release Jesus or he will have “a riot” 
on his hands (v. 24). The Romans expect their 
magistrates to maintain civil order at any price. 
Fear for his own future has trumped Pilate’s sense 
of justice. In a final pathetic gesture, he “washed 
his hands before the crowd, saying ‘I am innocent 
of this man’s blood; see to it yourselves.’” The last 
four words are the same dismissal of responsibility 
the religious leaders had spoken to dispense with 
Judas (v. 4). But Judas, the religious leaders, and 
Pilate all share in the guilt.

Now the crowd shows itself guilty too: “His blood 
be on us and on our children!” (v. 25), words 
recorded only by Matthew. The Old Testament 
mentions innocent blood frequently, beginning with 
Abel’s blood crying against Cain (Gen. 4:10). Such 
bloodguilt would be “upon you,” said Moses (Deut. 
19:10). “On you,” Jesus had said to the Pharisees 
earlier that very week, will come “all the righteous 
blood shed on earth” (Matt. 23:35). It would 
happen to “this generation.” Only months later, 
Caiaphas himself would complain to the apostles 
that “you intend to bring this man’s blood upon 
us” (Acts 5:28). It was not the apostles’ doing, of 
course. The leaders and the crowd had done it to 
themselves.

T H E K I NG CROW N ED W I T H T HO R NS 
Matthew 27:26–31
“Then he released for them Barabbas, and having 
scourged Jesus, delivered him to be crucified” 
(v. 26). Scourging was employed to weaken the 
prisoner before crucifixion. The whip the Romans 
used was the dreaded flagellum, which contained 
bits of bone or lead plaited into leather thongs. 
The victim was stripped naked and tied to a post. 
Severe scourging reduced the flesh to a bloody 
pulp and could open the body until the bones 
were visible. Some prisoners even died before 
they could be crucified.
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“Then,” continues Matthew, the soldiers “took Jesus into the governor’s headquarters and 
they gathered the whole battalion before him” (v. 27). A “battalion” numbered up to six 
hundred soldiers, though some may have been scattered to duties elsewhere. King of the 
Jews, was He? “This pitiful weakling seemed to them a ludicrous pretender” (Filson). They 
would have some fun with that!

A heart-rending scene of cruel and humiliating abuse follows. Once again they strip His 
clothing from his back and “put a scarlet robe on him” (v. 28). As a finishing touch for the 
“king,” they plait a “crown of thorns” for His head and put “a reed in his right hand” as 
scepter (v.29). Then amid guffaws, several kneel before Him and mock Him: “Hail, King of 
the Jews!” The mockery then takes a more vicious turn as some step forward to grab the 
reed from His hand, spit in His face, and strike Him on the head, driving the thorny crown 
deep into His flesh. There is a horrifying symmetry between the abuse Jesus received 
from the Sanhedrin and now again from the soldiers.

In the midst of this scene of humanity at its worst, we see God at His best. The “God with 
us” (Matt. 1:23), who is the Messiah, the “King of the Jews,” has come to save the very 
sinners who here abuse and mock Him! Unknowingly, they speak the truth about the one 
who loves them “while yet enemies” (Rom. 5:10). Kneeling in jest, they are unaware that 
one day “every knee will bow” before Him (Phil. 2:10), including theirs. Soon they will put 
a sign on the cross above His head: “This is Jesus, the King of the Jews” (v. 37). Their 
joke will proclaim the truth at the heart of Matthew’s Gospel: the rightful king has come, 
and will use the cross made by sinners to save them.

O dearest Jesus, what law hast Thou broken

That such sharp sentence should on Thee be spoken?

Of what great crime hast Thou to make confession,

What dark transgression?

They crown Thy head with thorns, they smite, they scourge Thee;

With cruel mockings to the cross they urge Thee;

They give Thee gall to drink, they still decry Thee;

They crucify Thee.

Whence come these sorrows, whence this mortal anguish?

It is my sins for which Thou, Lord, must languish;

Yea, all the wrath, the woe, Thou dost inherit,

This I do merit. (LSB 439)

M A T T H E W  2 7 : 1 – 3 1

MichaeL KaSting 191

25



PE R SONA L A PPLIC AT ION

Father, in this lesson, I come to stand at the cross. Help me not merely to read the words but 
enter that moment and know with certainty “this was for me!” In Jesus’ name. Amen.

For Review
1. How do Judas and Pilate bear witness to the innocence of Jesus?

2. What parallels do you see between the treatment given Jesus by the Sanhedrin and by Pilate’s soldiers?

Matthew 27:32–44
3. Share with your small group the picture you carry in your head of the crucifixion scene.

4. Where is “Cyrene”? What more do you learn about Simon and his family from Mark 15:21 and Rom. 16:13?

5. Why is Jesus offered wine “mixed with gall”? Why do you think He refuses?

6. Matthew’s account has several allusions to Psalm 22. Read the psalm in its entirety and note explicit 
connections.

7. Who speaks to Jesus? What do they say?

8. If you were standing nearby, what would you say to Him?

Matthew 27:45–56
9. When does “darkness” come? How long does it last?

10. The Gospels together record “seven last words” of Jesus. Only one is recorded by Matthew. What is the 
significance of these words for Jesus? For you? Why do you suppose Matthew provides the Aramaic original 
and a translation for his readers? (see vv. 47–49)

11. What three “signs” accompany Jesus’ death? What do you think they communicate?
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12. What more do you learn about the curtain and its tearing from Ex. 26:31–33 and Heb. 6:19–20; 9:11–28 
and 10:19–22?

13. Who utters the only positive words at the cross? Why is this observation worthy of note?

14. When in your life did you first think seriously about the death of Jesus and its meaning for you? How would 
you explain its significance to a non-believer?

Matthew 27:57–61
15. What more do you learn about Joseph of Arimathea from the parallel accounts in Mark 15:42–47, Luke 

23:50–56, and John 19:38–42?

16. In asking for the body, what risks is Joseph taking with the Romans? The Sanhedrin? What other “costs” did 
he incur?

17. What “costs” have you experienced because of your public allegiance to Jesus?

Matthew 27:62–66
18. What is the specific request by the religious leaders in v. 64? Why “until the third day”? What, for them, is 

the “worst case scenario”?

19. What do they mean by “the first” deception?

20. Is there anything in this lesson that provided a new insight about the death of Jesus or its meaning for you?

MEMORY VERSE
Matthew 27:54 “When the centurion and those who were with him, keeping watch over Jesus, saw the earthquake 

and what took place, they were filled with awe and said, ‘Truly this was the Son of God’.”
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PERSONAL APPL ICAT ION 200

We take our stand at His cross and consider 
what His sacrifice has meant for us.

“I D ON ’T WA N T TO FORGET ”
Two men stood not far from one another in a cemetery, lost in thought 
as they gazed at the headstones. One man noticed that the other was 
sobbing. On impulse he came and stood quietly nearby. The second man 
was looking at the headstone of a man who had died many years before.

“Was he your father?” the first inquired gently. The second man 
composed himself. “No,” he replied, “I never met him.” Seeing that the 
inquirer was puzzled, the second man continued, “There was a fire in 
an apartment building in town years ago. Some people were trapped in 
the building and the fire department had a ladder truck on the scene. 
A fireman on the third floor found a baby still alive and handed him out 
through the window to another fireman on the ladder. Just then the 
building collapsed and the fireman inside was killed.” The young man 
paused and pointed to the headstone: “He was the fireman, and I was 
the baby. I am alive because of him. I come here because I don’t want to 
forget what he did.”

We Christians take time to remember that we have been given a new life 
because Jesus gave His life for us. In this lesson, we do more than read 
words. We are linked to this story. We take our stand at His cross and 
consider what His sacrifice has meant for us. If someone else sees that it 
matters and asks why, we can explain: “I am alive because of Him.”

Matthew
T h e  k i n G  o n  a  c r o s s
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CRUCI FI XION—T H E H ISTOR IC A L 
B ACKGRO U N D
Crucifixion was unspeakably painful and degrading, 
one of the more brutal forms of execution 
known to man, and certainly the most public. 
From the moment the judgment went against 
him, the condemned person was on display. He 
had to shoulder his 30- or 40-pound patibulum 
(crossbeam) and carry it in a hideous public 
parade to the place of execution, where it would 
be fastened to one of the upright posts already 
in place. After his extremities were either bound 
or nailed with iron spikes to the cross, the victim 
was left to hang naked before a taunting crowd, 
sometimes for days, until he died.

Crucifixion was invented in the ancient Near East 
and was employed as early as 500 BC. The Romans 
learned it from their enemies the Carthaginians, 
who used to crucify their admirals for losing sea 
battles to Rome. Cicero termed it “the cruelest and 
most hideous punishment.” It was never inflicted 
on Roman citizens, but reserved for slaves, pirates, 
or those political or religious rebels who had to 
suffer an exemplary death (Maier). In ancient 
sources, crucifixion was universally viewed with 
horror. The Jews’ demand that Jesus be crucified 
was aimed at arousing maximum public revulsion 
toward Him.

AT SKU LL PL ACE 
Matthew 27:32–44
Executions normally took place outside the city 
walls. As the sad procession was going out of the 
city, the soldiers looked for someone who could 
“carry his cross,” since Jesus was weakened by 
the vicious scourging and subsequent loss of blood.

They encountered “a man of Cyrene, Simon by 
name,” who was coming into the city just as Jesus 
was going out (v. 32; see Mark 15:21). Cyrene 
was an old Greek settlement on the coast of North 
Africa. The name Simon suggests that he was 

one of many Diaspora Jews who had come to 
Jerusalem for the Passover. Mark adds that he was 
the father of Alexander and Rufus. If Rufus is the 
man named in Romans 16:13, it would indicate 
the family was converted to Christianity, possibly 
because of this encounter!

Jesus was led to the site of His execution, “a place 
called Golgotha” (v. 33), just outside the north wall 
of Jerusalem. Matthew translates its dreadful name 
as “Place of a Skull.” It is also called “Calvary,” a 
loan word from the Latin calva (“skull”). Tourists 
are often shown a small hillock in modern 
Jerusalem called “Gordon’s Calvary” along with the 
nearby “Garden Tomb,” though there is no historic 
tradition to validate them. The more probable site 
is somewhere beneath the present-day Church of 
the Holy Sepulchre.

Before nailing Him to the cross, they “offered him 
wine to drink, mixed with gall” (v. 34). Many have 
understood the wine mixture as a kind of narcotic 
to dull the pain of the victims, and that Jesus 
refused in order to experience His suffering with 
all His senses alert, but this is not certain. Mark 
says it was wine mixed with myrrh (Mark 15:23), 
which would have no effect on pain. Matthew uses 
“gall,” a word that suggests its especially bitter 
taste and reminded his readers of Psalm 69:21 
(“for my thirst they gave me sour wine to drink”). 
Jesus was willing to drink it until He tasted it. 
Carson suggests that the offer of bitter wine was 
not an act of compassion at all, but one more small 
torment for the victims!

According to Mark 15:25 they crucified Him at 9 
a.m. Over His head they put the titulus, a placard 
on which was written the charge against Jesus. 
The words “Jesus of Nazareth, the King of the 
Jews” written in three languages (John 19:19–20), 
were highly ironic. Pilate, it appears, while desiring 
to offend the Jews who had maneuvered him into 
this mess, wrote more truth than he knew!
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The crucifixion itself is not described in any detail, for everyone was familiar with it. Matthew continues, 
“When they had crucified him, they divided his garments by casting lots” (v. 35). Since the Romans 
crucified their victims naked (it is unknown if they permitted a loin cloth for Jesus to avoid offending 
Jewish sensibilities), the soldiers gambled over His clothing, probably an inner and outer garment, belt 
and sandals. This detail is one of several connections Matthew sees with Psalm 22, in this case v. 18.

Another is that Psalm 22 records the sufferer’s experience of mockery from all sides (Ps. 22:7—“all who 
see me mock me”). Matthew confirms the psalmist’s words by listing three groups of mockers that day 
(another of Matthew’s groupings of three). First he mentions the mockery from the passersby, who echo 
the claim of the false witnesses before the Sanhedrin, “You who would destroy the temple and rebuild it 
in three days, save yourself!” and then the words Satan had used in the wilderness, “If you are the Son 
of God, come down” (vv. 39–40). The chief priests, scribes, and elders chime in: “He saved others; he 
cannot save himself. He is the King of Israel; let him come down now from the cross, and we will believe 
in him” (vv. 41–42). They even quote Psalm 22:8 (v. 43—“He trusts in God; let God deliver him now”). 
Finally, the two leestai (“rebels” or “robbers”) crucified beside Him “reviled him in the same way” (v. 
44). There is no mention in Matthew of the penitence of one of them (“Jesus, remember me” in Luke 
23:39– 43). In spite of themselves, all three groups bear witness to who Jesus is.

T H E DE AT H OF JESUS 
Matthew 27:45–50
In the midst of the drama, there comes an eerie darkness “over all the land” from noon to 3 p.m. (“the 
sixth hour . . . until the ninth hour”—v. 45), imitated in many a Good Friday Tenebrae service. The 
darkness is a sign of judgment against Israel, just as it was portrayed in Amos 8:1–10 (“I will make the 
sun go down at noon and darken the earth in broad daylight”—v. 9). As the darkness is ending, “Jesus 
cried out with a loud voice” (v. 46). Taken together, the evangelists record seven “last words” of Jesus, 
but Matthew tells of only one. It is, fittingly, a quote from Psalm 22:1, first in Aramaic: “‘Eli, Eli, lema 
sabachthani?’ that is, ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’” These words have been called a 
“cry of desolation,” for they make clear one of the most appalling things about His suffering—His sense 
of abandonment by the Father (cf. 2 Thess. 1:9). Reading these words, a believer is inclined to say with 
amazement, “He suffered everything for me, even hell itself.”

Matthew supplies Jesus’ words in Aramaic to help explain the response of the bystanders: “This man is 
calling Elijah” (v. 47). According to 2 Kings 2:1–12, Elijah did not die but was taken alive to heaven in 
a whirlwind. Some Jewish tradition held that he would come and rescue the righteous in their distress. 
One man even ran to fill a sponge with sour wine and “gave it to him to drink” (v. 48), but the others 
opposed the gesture with more than a little sarcasm, “Wait, let us see whether Elijah will come to save 
him” (v. 49).

There was, of course, no appearance of Elijah, for Jesus had not been calling him! In Matthew’s account, 
there was nothing more for Him to do. “And Jesus cried out again with a loud voice and yielded up his 
spirit (in Greek to pneuma—“breath”).

He breathed His last.
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T H R EE SIGNS AT JESUS’ DE AT H 
Matthew 27:51–53
Over and over we have observed Matthew’s 
fondness for observing and reporting things 
that happen in groups of three. Now we see 
it once more. At Jesus’ death, three notable 
signs occur. Matthew makes us pay attention 
to them with the words “and behold” (v. 51). 
The curtain of the temple is torn, there is an 
earthquake, and tombs are opened. Each sign 
underlines the significance of Jesus’ death.

The temple in Jerusalem had not one curtain 
but two. One divided the Holy Place from 
the outer courts. The inner curtain divided 
the Holy Place from the Most Holy Place 
(Ex. 26:31–33), accessible only once a year 
(the Day of Atonement) by the high priest. 
It is this inner veil that is presupposed in 
Hebrews 6:19–20; 9:11–28; and 10:19–
22, and its destruction would primarily 
symbolize newly-opened access to God, 
which the death of Jesus as a “perfect 
sacrifice” obtained for us. There is more. 
If the death of Jesus opened fresh access 
to God, then the whole sacrificial system 
and Levitical priesthood is obsolete. Jesus’ 
promise of a new covenant (with Himself 
replacing the temple) is grounded in His 
sacrificial death (cf. 26:28).

The second of the three signs is an 
earthquake that split the rocks. In Scripture, 
earthquakes are part of the manifestation 
of God’s glory and judgment (Is. 29:6; Jer. 
10:10) and one of the signs of the end of the 
age mentioned by Jesus Himself (24:7).

An earthquake will later attend Jesus’ 
resurrection and the arrival of the angel who 
rolled away the stone (28:2). The death and 
resurrection of Jesus is the hour of God’s 
judgment on sin and a signal of the dawn of 
a new age.

The final sign, along with the tearing of the 
curtain, is also a likely consequence of that 
earthquake: “The tombs also were opened. 
And many bodies of the saints who had 
fallen asleep were raised, and coming out of 
the tombs after his resurrection, they went 
into the holy city and appeared to many” 
(vv. 52–53). We must not miss the pause 
between the opening of the tombs (when 
He died) and the rising of the “saints” (after 
He rose). Still, there is an unmistakable 
connection between His death and the 
new life that breaks death’s bonds. Paul 
articulates that connection in 1 Thess. 5:10: 
“[Jesus] died for us so that . . . we might 
live with him.” His death shatters the hold of 
the grave. His rising will lead us out!

There remain questions that surround this 
strange, wonderful occurrence. Are the holy 
people raised with “natural” bodies (as 
Lazarus in John 11) that must die again, or 
with “supernatural” bodies (1 Cor. 15:44) 
that will not return to the grave? Since this 
sign happens after Jesus’ own resurrection, 
the latter seems more likely. Matthew says 
no more about where those resurrected ones 
go afterward, but the fact of their rising 
seems to say that people who lived and died 
before Jesus came are saved by Him just as 
surely as those who come after.

Each sign underlines the significance of Jesus’ death.
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W I T N ESSES A N D T EST I MON Y 
Matthew 27:54–56
Matthew has described the frightful mockery of those who attended the crucifixion.

But there were other witnesses who did not mock, and there was at least one stirring confession 
of faith. One set of witnesses was the Roman crucifixion detail: “The centurion and those who 
were with him” (v. 54). They saw it all: the contorted faces of His enemies; the eerie darkness at 
noon; the awesome earthquake; and in the midst of it all, the figure of Jesus and the words He 
uttered. One could not observe this “death like no other” and come away unmoved! And they did 
not. Matthew reports that the soldiers spoke in a kind of “counter chorus” against the mockery: 
“Truly this was the Son of God!” The taunt of Satan in the wilderness (4:3, 6) has its answer. And 
it comes, almost certainly, in the mouth of Gentiles, something Matthew has noted before (see 
8:10).

Also keeping faithful vigil, “looking on from a distance,” were “many women” (v. 55). A 
comparison of the names in Matthew with those in Mark and John is made below (there is no list 
in Luke):

Matthew 27:56

Mary Magdalene

Mary the mother of 
James and Joseph

the mother of the sons of 
Zebedee

MaRK 15:40

Mary Magdalene

Mary the mother of James the 
younger and of Joses and

Salome

JOhn 19:25

Jesus’ mother

Jesus’ mother’s sister

Mary the wife of Clopas

Mary Magdalene

Mary Magdalene is in all three lists. So, almost certainly, is Jesus’ mother. A good case can be 
made that Matthew’s second “Mary,” the “mother of James and Joseph,” is Mary the mother 
of Jesus, with James and Joseph being two of His earthly brothers (see 13:55). A common 
understanding is that “the mother of Zebedee’s sons” was named Salome and is also to be 
identified as Jesus’ aunt, the sister of His mother. The noteworthy matter is that those faithful 
women were THERE, not in hiding, as were most of the apostles! Later, two of them will be at the 
tomb (28:1), the first witnesses on Easter morning.
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BU R I A L BY J OSEPH 
Matthew 27:57–61
Though the Romans normally let bodies of 
crucified criminals hang in full view until they 
rotted away, it could not be so with Jesus. 
Because of Deuteronomy 21:22–23, which 
stipulated that a man hung “on a tree” could 
not be left overnight, there had to be a burial 
before sundown. Matthew introduces Joseph of 
Arimathea, a “rich man” (see Is. 53:9) who “was a 
disciple of Jesus” (but “secretly,” adds John), as 
the one who undertakes this final kindness to Him. 
While only Matthew mentions Joseph’s wealth, 
Mark and Luke add that he was a prominent 
member of the Sanhedrin who “had not consented 
to their decision” (Luke 23:51).

For any crucifixion victim to be buried required 
the permission of the imperial magistrate, so 
Joseph approached Pilate with his request (v. 
58). Joseph’s action is risky, for he is revealing 
his allegiance to Jesus, something that may 
lead to trouble in the Sanhedrin. There is also 
considerable financial expense for Joseph in 
providing a linen shroud and a supply of burial 
spices. But he is not alone. John mentions the 
assistance of Nicodemus, another member of the 
Sanhedrin, “who earlier had come to Jesus by 
night” (John 19:39). Joseph would have needed 
help in any case, since the removal of the body, 
the necessary washing, and the wrapping with 
spices in the shroud would have been too much 
for one man alone.

By sundown, Jesus is interred in Joseph’s own 
“new tomb.” Such a tomb probably had an 
antechamber “cut in the rock” (v. 60), with a low 
door (cf. John 20:5, 11) leading into the burial 
chamber where the body was placed on a rock 
shelf. The chamber was sealed with a “great 
stone” rolled down an inclined slot cut in the rock, 
to discourage wild animals and grave robbers. 
The two Marys watch it all carefully (v. 61). After 

the Sabbath, they plan to return to honor Him. The 
fact of His burial becomes part of the Gospel’s 
proclamation (1 Cor. 15:4). For tonight, the king is 
at rest.

A NXIO US EN E MI ES SECU R E T H E TOMB 
Matthew 27:62–66
The enemies of Jesus, meanwhile, are anxious. 
Matthew alone records that they have heard 
rumors (from Judas?) of His promise, “after three 
days I will rise” (v. 63), and that they approach 
Pilate with a plan to prevent Jesus’ followers from 
stealing His body and proclaiming His resurrection. 
Otherwise, they tell him, “the last fraud [the news 
of His resurrection] will be worse than the first 
[His claim to be the Messiah]” (v. 64).

Their plan is simple: “Order the tomb to be made 
secure until the third day.” Such security would 
require armed guards, something that Jews could 
only do with permission from the Romans. One can 
imagine the look of impatient consternation that 
must have crossed Pilate’s face as he fielded yet 
another demand from these pushy leaders! “You 
have a guard of soldiers. Go, make it as secure as 
you can” (v. 65). Some argue that the words “you 
have,” in the indicative, indicate that the soldiers 
who are stationed at the tomb were not Romans 
but rather Jewish temple guards, a force the 
religious leaders already have at their disposal. 
That notion seems confirmed in 28:11, where 
those badly shaken guards report not to Pilate, but 
to the “chief priests.” Others hold that the guards 
were Roman soldiers, and that the words “you 
have” are imperative (the Greek can mean either 
one), with the sense of, “Here, you take some of 
my soldiers.”

In either case, the deed is done: “They went and 
made the tomb secure by sealing the stone and 
setting a guard” (v. 66). They think they have 
covered their bases, but Easter is on the way!
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PE R SONA L A PPLIC AT ION

Lord Jesus Christ, thrill me again with the fact of Your resurrection. Help me never 
again to live as if You were dead, but to face all things with courage and hope, buoyed 

up by this most joyful of all stories. For Your name’s sake I ask it. Amen.

For Review
1. The crucifixion is a familiar story. What new details or insights did you get from the lesson?

2. How is Psalm 22 woven through the crucifixion story?

3. What was signified by the tearing of the temple curtain?

Matthew 28:1–10
4. What are your earliest memories of Easter morning?

5. Read the parallel accounts of the resurrection in Mark 16:1–8, Luke 24:1–12, and John 20:1–13 and share 
what you learn:

 a) What elements of the story are common to all four?

 b) Who comes to the tomb?

 c) How many angels are mentioned?

 d) What features are unique to Matthew?

6. How many times in verses 1–10 do you encounter the words “behold” or “see”? What do these words 
signify for the reader?

7. Where are the disciples to meet Jesus? Why there?

8. How do the women feel after hearing the angel’s message? What’s the reason for the mixed emotions?

9. What is the importance of Jesus’ resurrection according to: 
Acts 17:30–31 –
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 1 Cor. 15:14–22 –

 1 Thess. 4:13–14 –

 1 Peter 1:3–5 –

10. How does this story address your feelings about death?

Matthew 28:11–15
11. Why has Matthew included this story? (see v. 15)

12. Have you ever encountered any other attempts to “explain away” the resurrection?

Matthew 28:16–20
13. Can you recall other incidents in Matthew that take place on a “mountain”?

14. When the disciples saw Jesus in Galilee, why do you think doubt was mingled with worship for some of 
them?

15. What are the two component activities that constitute “making disciples”? Which is listed first?

16. What is your preferred way of dodging Jesus’ command to make disciples?

 a) I don’t know how.

 b) I’m too busy.

 c) I’m afraid.

 d) That’s what pastors and missionaries are for!

 e) I don’t dodge it. I’m busy doing it.

MEMORY VERSE
Matthew 28:18–20 “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father 

and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded 
you. And behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age.”
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THE RESURRECTION – MATTHEW 28:1–10 203

THE IMPORTANCE OF THE RESURRECTION 204

THE REPORT OF THE GUARDS – MATTHEW 28:11–15 204

THE GREAT COMMISSION – MATTHEW 28:16–20 205

PERSONAL APPL ICAT ION 207

Come now to that grave in the garden and let Matthew pull 
you into the story of the happiest thing that ever happened.

E A ST E R—A SU N DAY LI K E NO OT H ER
What is your earliest memory of Easter Sunday? For this writer, it was 
a chilly April morning in the 1950s. My parents woke us children while 
it was still dark, gave us glasses of orange juice, and bundled us into 
the car for a long drive to the Indiana State Fairgrounds Coliseum. There 
we joined a stream of other sleepy adults and children heading into 
the building. Once inside, we gathered in a large dressing room to put 
on our costumes—robes, cinctures, headscarves, and sandals—that 
transformed us into Israelites. In the excitement I forgot my sleepiness.

We were to be part of a sunrise service put on by Indianapolis-area 
Lutheran churches. The heart of the service was a Passion play that 
traced events from Palm Sunday through Easter morning. Congressman 
Donald Bruce was the narrator. Somewhere in the cavernous darkness 
was a sizable choir. I was part of a small throng that entered at one 
end of the Coliseum, illumined with a brilliant spotlight. We converged 
with Jesus and His disciples coming in from the opposite end. He was 
dressed in white and blue and seated on a real donkey. Astonishing! 
After our scene, I retired to sit with my family and watch the story unfold 
with heart-stirring realism. I never forgot that morning. In later years I 
“graduated” to sit with my father in that wonderful choir. Every year the 
story came alive again for me.

Matthew
T h a T  J o y F U l  e a s T e r  d a y !

M A T T H E W  2 8 : 1 – 2 0

202



For that reason and others, Easter has always been 
a Sunday like no other, for I felt caught up into the 
story. Walter Cronkite would have said, “You are 
there!” Thirty years later my wife and I visited Israel 
and one day found ourselves guided by a British 
gentleman into the Garden Tomb outside Jerusalem. 
When he asked, “Have you ever been here before?” I 
replied, “Many times, in my heart.”

Come now to that grave in the garden and let 
Matthew pull you into the story of the happiest thing 
that ever happened. Drink in the words. Picture it. 
You are there.

T H E R ESU R R ECT ION 
Matthew 28:1–10
In all four Gospels (see Mark 16:1–8; Luke 24:1–12; 
and John 20:1–13), the resurrection of Jesus takes 
place “on the first day of the week” before sunup. 
Matthew says it was “toward the dawn” (v. 1). That’s 
the reason not only for sunrise services, but for the 
church-wide practice of worshipping on Sunday in 
the first place, a day we still call a “little Easter.” All 
four Gospels agree, further, that Mary Magdalene 
was first on the scene, but they diverge on who else 
came that morning. Matthew says “the other Mary” 
came along, and he alone speaks of the guards who 
first fainted (v. 4), then later reported what they saw 
to the authorities (v. 11). Mark lists three women, 
while Luke lists three by name and adds that there 
were others along. John’s account focuses on Mary 
Magdalene alone and then a subsequent visit by 
Peter and John.

In all four accounts the stone has been rolled back, 
and it is immediately obvious that Jesus is no longer 
in the grave, even though the women had seen 
Him laid there. In all four there are angels present 
to proclaim the news (one “angel of the Lord” in 
Matthew; one “young man” in Mark; “two men” 
in Luke; “two angels” in John). The Synoptics all 
record the words, “He is not here” (because He has 
“risen”).

In addition to his mention of the guards, Matthew 

alone describes the coming of the angel as attended 
by a “great earthquake.” He alone invites us to 
watch the angel “roll back the stone” and sit down 
on it in plain view of the frightened guards and the 
women (vv. 2–4). None of the Gospels, however, 
describe the resurrection itself. The stone is not 
rolled away to let Him out, but to make plain to the 
witnesses that Jesus is no longer there. It will be the 
meetings with Jesus, not the narration of the actual 
rising, that convince the Church He is alive.

Matthew and John record that the risen Jesus 
Himself meets those fearful, joy-filled women, even 
as they run to tell the others. Matthew notes that 
“they” fall down before Him and grasp His feet. 
Is it “a sign of submission” (Mounce), or simply 
affection? In John 20:17, it is Mary Magdalene alone 
who holds on to Him, to whom He says, “Do not cling 
to me, for I have not yet ascended,” and instructs to 
“go to my brothers” and tell them “I am ascending.” 
Here in Matthew, Jesus tells the women, “Go and tell 
my brothers to go to Galilee, and there they will see 
me” (v. 10).

Why Galilee? Is it simply because that’s where His 
ministry had begun and where He had called them 
to follow? Or could it be that Jesus has the outreach 
to the Gentiles in mind, as the Great Commission 
will soon articulate (v. 19)? Earlier in the Gospel, 
Matthew explained Jesus’ decision to live there in 
Capernaum as a fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy 
about “Galilee of the Gentiles” (Is. 9:1–2, cited in 
Matt. 4:15–16).

Commentators have written extensively in an 
attempt to see how these four narratives can 
be reconciled in their differing details. Those 
differences are not mutually exclusive. The very 
fact that the Church did not try to “harmonize” the 
evangelists’ accounts testifies to their truthfulness, 
even as four truthful eyewitnesses in a courtroom 
will differ in their description of the same event 
(cf. 1 John 1:1). “The variations in the resurrection 
narratives tend to support, rather than undermine, 
their authenticity,” writes Maier.
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T H E I MP ORTA NCE OF T H E 
R ESU R R ECT ION
We pause in the study of the text to consider 
the impact of what we have just read. Matthew 
punctuates his account four times with the Greek 
word idou (“behold” in vv. 2, 7, 9; and “see” in v. 
7), one of his favorite devices for underlining the 
significance of what the reader is reading. The 
women know that this is, literally and figuratively, 
an earth-shaking event. It has eclipsed their 
sadness in such a way as to produce both “fear” 
(the presence of angels does that repeatedly in 
Scripture) and “great joy.” Most of us have known 
such mixed emotions in the important moments in 
our lives. We are invited here to stop and ponder: 
“What does this mean to me?”

“The resurrection stands as the cornerstone 
of the Christian faith,” declares Mounce. It is 
“central to Christian theology,” writes Carson. 
Saint Paul says the same: “If Christ has not 
been raised, then our preaching is in vain and 
your faith is in vain” (1 Cor. 15:14)! The earliest 
Christian sermons, Luke reports, were filled 
with the refrain, “God raised him up” (Acts 
2:24; 3:15; 4:10; 13:30; 17:31). Paul used the 
resurrection to comfort grieving believers in 
Thessalonica (1 Thess. 4:13–14), even as we 
still do at the funerals of our dear ones. Peter 
described it as the source of our “imperishable” 
hope for everlasting life (1 Pet. 1:3–5). It is the 
joyful music that echoes down even the saddest 
hallways of our lives:

I know that my Redeemer lives; what comfort 
this sweet sentence gives!

He lives, He lives, who once was dead; He 
lives, my ever-living head.

He lives, all glory to His name! He lives, my 
Jesus, still the same;

Oh, the sweet joy this sentence gives: I know 
that my Redeemer lives! (LSB 461)

T H E R EP ORT OF T H E GUA R DS 
Matthew 28:11–15
Some of the guards, recovering from their terror 
at seeing the angel, make a beeline back into the 
city to tell the chief priests “all that had taken 
place” (v.11). Their report sends a shock wave 
through the Sanhedrin, which had hoped they 
were finished with Jesus and His rabble. Now 
what? Once more they assemble “with the elders” 
(v. 12) to “take counsel” and devise plan B. Their 
solution is to bribe the guards to tell what they 
feel is the likely story behind the missing body: 
“Tell people, ‘His disciples came by night and 
stole him away while we were asleep.’ And if this 
comes to the governor’s ears, we will satisfy him 
and keep you out of trouble” (vv. 13–14). Trouble, 
of course, would follow anyone suspected of 
grave robbery, in many places a capital crime in 
those days!

The reason Matthew has included this story is 
in v. 15: “This story has been spread among 
the Jews to this day.” Matthew’s Gospel, more 
than the others, is aimed primarily at a Jewish-
Christian audience, which will have heard this 
attempt to debunk the resurrection. It is his 
attempt to answer the critics and shore up those 
in the community who might wonder about the 
truth of the story.

The “stolen body” theory may have been the first, 
but it was not the last attempt by Jesus’ enemies 
to explain away the claim at the heart of the 
Christian faith. Maier lists five others:

1) The wrong tomb theory. Because the 
women came in the dim morning light, they 
went to the wrong tomb, which was empty. 
The gardener or grave worker, whom they 
later thought was an angel, tried to correct 
their mistake. “He is not here,” the man 
advised and then pointed to the correct 
sepulcher, “See the place where he lay?” 
But the women panicked and fled.
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2) The “lettuce” theory. A variant of “a,” recorded by church father Tertullian. The gardener 
was upset with intruders trampling the lettuce seedlings he had planted around Joseph’s 
tomb! He removed Jesus’ body to another tomb. In spite of his efforts, visitors still came to 
the now-empty grave and proclaimed the resurrection.

3) The swoon theory. This was proposed by pagan philosopher Celsus. Jesus never really 
died. Due to the effect of the drugged wine administered at the cross, He lingered in 
suspended animation and only appeared dead. After His burial, the cool air of the tomb and 
the healing effect of the spices revived Him. He crawled from the grave and donned the 
gardener’s clothes, and then encountered Mary Magdalene. Forty days later His wounds got 
the better of Him, but not before He gave the disciples final instructions. He expired after 
they departed.

4) The hallucination theory. This was proposed as recently as the eighteenth century by 
German scholar David Strauss. It says that when one of the “half-frantic” women claimed to 
have seen Jesus, the experience became contagious and soon others “saw” Him too.

5) The twin brother theory. Jesus had an identical twin brother, who normally stayed out of 
sight. When Jesus died on that Friday, the twin emerged triumphantly from seclusion and 
made people think they beheld the “risen” Lord.

Maier goes to some length to respond to these theories with two pointed pieces of evidence. 
First, he writes, it is obvious that all these explanations have something important in common: 
THE GRAVE WAS EMPTY! Even Jesus’ enemies admitted it. The other powerful evidence is the 
remarkable immediate vitality of the Christian faith, starting in Jerusalem, in the face of those 
who put Jesus to death. It is almost unthinkable that the once-cowardly disciples could so quickly 
become bold, and that they could preach so powerfully and willingly embrace martyrdom for a 
message they KNEW to be a lie, for a man they KNEW to be dead! “Myths do not make martyrs,” 
concludes Maier.

T H E GR E AT COM MISSION 
Matthew 28:16–20
This great Gospel, fittingly, has a great ending, known by almost everyone as the Great 
Commission. Matthew has no account of the 40 days of instruction (Acts 1:3) or other appearances, 
nor of the Ascension (Luke 24; Acts 1). Instead, Matthew wants to focus on the mission Jesus gives 
His Church.

Matthew alone records this particular gathering of Jesus with His remaining “eleven disciples” 
on a “mountain” in Galilee, although John’s final chapter is also set in Galilee “by the Sea of 
Tiberias” (John 21:1). In the Bible, mountains are places where God often revealed His majesty or 
His will (Sinai several times and Zion perpetually). This meeting on yet another mountain recalls 
the Sermon on the Mount (chapters 5–7) and the transfiguration (chapter 17), places where Jesus’ 
teaching and His glory are manifested. It is fitting here that “Galilee of the Gentiles” will be the 
place where Jesus commissions His followers to disciple “all nations.”
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Curiously, “when they saw him they worshipped 
him, but some doubted” (v. 17). Did some doubt 
that He was alive? We certainly might have! Doubt 
would be understandable, because the raising of 
someone from death to life was a rarity that, in their 
experience, had only come at Jesus’ hands (see 
9:25–26), and they knew Jesus Himself had died. 
How was HE now alive? Or was it, perhaps, that the 
person they now saw they did not at first recognize? 
A similar misperception had happened to Mary 
Magdalene (John 20:14), the Emmaus disciples 
(Luke 24:16), and the disciples while fishing (John 
21:4). Some commentators think in this case Jesus 
was too far off at first to recognize, and that it was 
not until He “came” (nearer!) here in v. 18 and they 
heard Him speak that doubt was banished.

The commission itself is a breathtaking command 
that ends in a wondrously bracing promise. Four 
times in vv. 18–20 we hear Him say “all,” and 
each one is important. He has been given, first, 
“all authority in heaven and on earth” (v. 18). The 
authority that attended His teaching and miracles 
in the early chapters and astonished listeners is 
not limited to Israel, and not even to planet earth! 
It is the very authority of God over the whole 
creation, now given by God the Father to His Son, 
an allusion once more to Daniel 7:13–15, where 
“one like a son of man” was “given dominion and 
glory and a kingdom, that all peoples . . . should 
serve him”!

The second “all” is “all nations” (v. 19). The mission 
He now gives them will, accordingly, no longer be 
limited to the “lost sheep of the house of Israel” 
(10:5– 6) but will be explicitly directed to include 
the Gentiles, whose need for salvation has been 
woven into Matthew’s account again and again 
(Gentiles Rahab and Ruth in the family tree; the 
Magi searching for the “King of the Jews”; the 
Canaanite woman anguished for her daughter; 
the Roman centurion with “great faith”; and the 
crucifixion detail that confessed Him “Son of God”).

The Church’s “job description” is amazingly concise: 
MAKE DISCIPLES (the imperative matheeteusate), 
a task to be carried out by means of BAPTIZING 
and TEACHING (the participles baptidzontes and 
didaskontes). The command to baptize “in the name 
[singular noun] of the Father and of the Son and 
of the Holy Spirit” is the only explicit reference to 
baptism into the name of the Holy Trinity in the New 
Testament. Other references to baptism describe 
people being baptized “in the name of the Lord 
Jesus” (Acts 19:5, for example, though there the 
“Holy Spirit” is assumed by Paul to be connected to 
baptism in 19:2). Not until the Didache, a Christian 
instruction manual from the early second century, is 
the Trinitarian formula mentioned again.

The third “all” underlines that the instruction they 
are to give is explicitly ethical, “to observe all 
that I have commanded you” (v. 20). Christianity 
will be not simply a way of talking or thinking, 
but of living the life the Lord calls us to live. Such 
teaching is done most effectively in the home when 
children are young, and implicitly gives a large 
responsibility to parents. How intentionally are we 
parents doing this?

The final “all” is in the very last sentence of the 
Gospel: “Behold, I am with you always [literally “all 
the days”], to the end of the age.” Fittingly, the 
“good news” of Matthew ends, not with a command 
but with a promise, one which we desperately need 
on those days when we cannot “feel the presence” 
of God, days when we feel only our inexperience, 
our weakness, and our moral frailty. To us He 
says that those who willingly undertake what He 
commands will never lack what He supplies, His 
own gracious presence and power!

In this way, Matthew closes the wonderful circle 
of His Gospel. The one named as “God with us” 
in chapter 1 promises here in chapter 28 that He 
Himself will remain with us all the days of our lives, 
all the days of this old world until He comes in 
glory. Amen. Come, Lord Jesus!
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PER SONA L A PPLIC AT ION

Thank You, Heavenly Father, for the great Good News in Matthew. Thank You for 
the hard work of my instructor and the new acquaintances I made with other students. 

Thank You especially for Jesus’ compassion for sinners and the call to discipleship I 
heard again! Plant this Gospel story deep in my heart. Help my faith to grow. Give me 
courage and good cheer for the witness I can make to others, so that many more people 

may share the joy and life You give us in Your Son. In His name I ask it. Amen.

Review
1. Page through your course notes and the questions you answered as you studied Matthew. Highlight things 

you felt were especially noteworthy.

2. Review the verses you committed to memory. Share the challenges and benefits of this with your family or 
small group.

3. What new DISCOVERIES have you made in Matthew

 a) about Jesus (family, travels, words, deeds)?

 b) about His disciples?

 c) about the culture of Judaism and the parties within it (e.g. Pharisees)?

 d) about what is unique to his account?

4. Share at least one example of how your prior understandings or pictures had to be reshaped (e.g. the visit 
of the Wise Men, the use of parables, the passion narrative).

5. How would you describe Matthew’s use of the Old Testament?

 a) What books were his most frequent source material?

 b) What does “fulfill” mean to him?

 c) How does his use of the Old Testament shape your understanding of Jesus and His mission?

6. Matthew uses numerical patterns more than the other Gospels. Did any of his groupings “stick” in your 
memory?
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7. Though written primarily for a Jewish Christian audience, Matthew gives noteworthy attention to Gentiles. 
How are Gentiles included in his narrative? How does he make clear that Jesus intended the Good News for 
the whole world?

8. As a follower (or potential follower) of Jesus, how did you find your own life challenged? Encouraged?

9. You are talking with an acquaintance in the next few weeks. When he or she asks, “So what have you been 
up to lately?” you share that you’ve just finished taking a course on the Gospel of Matthew. How would you 
be inclined to finish the following sentences as you talk? 
“I had never realized that . . .”

 “I think it will make a difference in the way I . . .”

 “It made me want to . . .”
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THE SEQUENCE OF MATTHEW’S STORY 210

DISCOVERIES ABOUT JESUS H IMSELF 212

DISCOVERIES ABOUT THE FULF ILLMENT OF SCRIPTURE 213

MATTHEW AND THE GENTILES 213

UNIQUE TO MATTHEW 214

THE GOSPEL ACCORDING TO YOU 214

Even for long-time believers, each trip through 
the Bible has something new.

HOW SH A LL I T ELL T H E STORY OF JESUS ?
In the year 2006, this writer and his wife took a short-term mission trip 
to Kyrgyzstan. One day while I was teaching a small group gathered in a 
home, a woman asked, “Could you tell me the story of Jesus?” She had 
never heard it or read it before! Faces turned toward me expectantly. 
I wondered how much to include in the time I had available and which 
details would be most helpful for this audience of poor farm families in 
central Asia.

The decision I faced is comparable to the one each Gospel writer had to 
make. How should he go about telling the story of Jesus? What should 
he include? In what order? Matthew, it seems certain, was writing to 
a primarily Jewish audience. That fact likely accounts for a number of 
striking features: the genealogy, the numerical groupings (Jews enjoyed 
numerology), and especially His use of the Old Testament.

H E A R I NG I T AG A I N . .   .  FOR T H E FI R ST T I ME ?
Those hearing the story in Kyrgyzstan were hearing it for the first time. It 
is probable that you, living in a Western “Christian” culture, were already 
familiar with the story of Jesus. You could, in your own fashion, tell an 
acquaintance about Christmas, some miracles Jesus did, and some 
parables He told. You could give an account of Good Friday and Easter 
morning, couldn’t you?

Matthew
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But for all of us, going through Matthew has been 
a “hearing” of some things for the first time or at 
least hearing about familiar things in a new way. 
Even for long-time believers, each trip through the 
Bible has something new. Let’s review the course 
of our journey through the life of Jesus. Then we 
will reflect on some of the discoveries we made 
these past few months.

T H E SEQ U ENCE OF M AT T H EW ’S STORY
Following Kingsbury and Gibbs, we break down 
the sequence of Matthew’s story into three 
sections. Read through the following outline 
slowly and thoughtfully. Recall the study you did.

One—the PResentatiOn 
OF JesUs (1:1–4:16)

Jesus’ genealogy, titles, and naming:

 · rapid introduction of all the Gospel’s major 
Christological titles—“Christ” (1:1), “Son 
of David” (1:1), “Immanuel” (1:23), “King 
of the Jews” (2:2), and “Son of God” (3:17, 
4:1–11);

 · the Magi (Gentiles) come to pay homage to 
the true king;

 · Jesus’ flight to Egypt and back identifies 
Him as “Israel reduced to one”;

 · John the Baptist proclaims the in-breaking 
of the king and His kingdom;

 · Jesus is baptized, then bests Satan in the 
wilderness. He is successful where Israel 
failed; and

 · He moves to Capernaum, preparing to bring 
light in Galilee.

twO—JesUs’ MinistRY anD the 
gROwing OPPOsitiOn (4:17–16:20)

Jesus begins preaching and calls first disciples.

Discourse One—The Sermon on the Mount

 · the disciples’ blessing (Beatitudes) and 
calling (salt and light);

 · the true meaning of the Law (“You have 
heard . . . But I say”) in two triads (murder, 
adultery, divorce/ oaths, revenge, love);

 · life under the father’s care in three areas: 
piety, possessions, and people;

 · warnings about two different roads, two 
different builders; and

 · Jesus’ authoritative deeds: three cycles of 
three miracles each:

cycle one—leper, centurion’s servant, Peter’s 
mother-in-law;

cycle two—storm stilled, demoniacs 
exorcised, paralytic healed; and

cycle three—dead girl and woman with 
hemorrhage, two blind men, demon-
possessed mute.

Discourse Two—The Mission of the Disciples

 · ministry extended through Israel. Apostles 
sent out;

 · Jesus will send others too. Servants like 
their Lord. Don’t be afraid;

 · confusion and opposition to Jesus’ ministry;

 · John’s question and Jesus’ identity. Woe to 
unrepentant cities;

 · Lord of the Sabbath is hated. Pharisees’ 
first conspiracy; and

 · Jesus’ withdrawal and warning to 
Pharisees. The sign of Jonah.
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Discourse Three—Seven Parables of the 
Kingdom

 · The sower and its interpretation. The 
purpose of parables;

 · the weeds, mustard seed, and leaven;

 · hidden treasure, pearl of great price, the net;

 · rejection at Nazareth. Murder of John the 
Baptist;

 · compassionate ministry continues—5,000 
fed, disciples rescued from storm, 4,000 
fed;

 · confrontation with opponents over 
uncleanness, demands for “signs”; and

 · portraits of faith—the Canaanite woman 
and Peter’s great confession.

thRee—the ROaD tO the 
cROss, the ResURRectiOn, the 

cOMMissiOn (16:21–28:20):

 · first Passion prediction, His cross and ours;

 · the Transfiguration. Elijah and John linked. 
“Little faith” disciples; and

 · second passion prediction.

Discourse Four—Life in the Community:

 · greatness: become like a child;

 · do not cause others to sin! Seek the lost;

 · what to do when a brother sins;

 · parable of the unforgiving servant;

 · teachings—on marriage, children, wealth, 
and discipleship;

 · working in the vineyard—all are equal;

 · third Passion prediction;

 · a mother’s request. Greatness: “Be a 
servant.” Son of Man “came to serve”;

 · into Jerusalem—the triumphal entry, 
cleansing of the temple;

 · confrontation with leaders;

 · their challenging questions;

 · parables against them;

 · counter-question: “David’s son, yet David’s 
Lord?”; and

 · woe to the Pharisees!

Discourse Five—The End of the Age

 · signs of the end; the destruction of the 
temple;

 · Son of Man’s coming; no one knows when; 
be ready;

 · parables about preparedness;

 · the final judgment; sheep and goats;

 · the Passion account;

 · plotting by priests; anointing at Bethany;

 · the Last Supper; Jesus predicts betrayal 
and denial;

 · Gethsemane; betrayal and arrest;

 · trial before the Sanhedrin; Peter’s denial;

 · Jesus before Pilate; death of Judas; release 
of Barabbas;

 · mockery and crucifixion;

 · burial and the guard at the tomb;

 · Easter morning; guards’ report and payoff; 
and

 · the Great Commission.
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DISCOV ER I ES A B O U T JESUS H I MSELF
Matthew knew Jesus personally. He vividly recalled the day Jesus visited his tax 
booth and summoned him with those memorable words, “Follow me!”

He was with the master and his fellow apostles for three years. His portrait of 
Jesus is rich and detailed. No one gives a fuller account of the public teaching of 
Jesus than Matthew. His is the “teaching Gospel.”

Let me share my own discoveries about Jesus in Matthew. The first was simply 
the powerful compassion Jesus displayed toward people (9:36; 14:14; 15:32; 
20:34). That compassion moved Him to pray, to heal, and to feed them. It made 
me ask myself, “Does His compassion for people harassed and helpless well up 
within me?”

The second was a phrase used in Gibbs’ commentary that Jesus was “Israel 
reduced to one.” His life retraced the experience of Israel in going down to Egypt 
and coming back. His confrontation with Satan’s temptations in the wilderness was 
victorious where Israel had failed. He was the “beloved Son” that Israel ought to 
have been, obeying the Father in all points. I can identify with fickle, failing Israel, 
and I am grateful His obedience is reckoned as mine!

A third discovery was the realization that Jesus’ reference to “the least of these 
my brothers” at the last judgment (25:40, 45) was not to the poor in general but to 
his “brother believers” who brought His message to the world. That realization has 
resolved the seeming contradiction between salvation by faith (as in John 3:16) 
and what seemed to be salvation by works here in Matthew 25.

I would add a final discovery I made about what He was called. This time through 
I noticed how His disciples consistently called Him “Lord,” while His enemies did 
not, preferring to use “teacher” (or “rabbi”) instead. Simple, but striking.

What discoveries about Jesus and His disciples did you make during this course? 
Where was your insight deepened?
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DISCOV ER I ES A B O U T T H E 
FU LFI LL MEN T OF SCR I P T U R E
Among the most intriguing discoveries to be 
made in Matthew’s Gospel is its use of the Old 
Testament. Matthew’s placement as the first 
book in the New Testament is fitting, for it 
functions as a bridge between the testaments, 
persistently citing the Law, the prophets, and 
the psalms as “fulfilled” in Jesus. That is 
to say, the entire history of Israel, Matthew 
affirms, is moving toward this man, the long-
promised Messiah.

How many books of the Old Testament are 
cited in Matthew’s 50 or so quotations? I went 
through the Gospel in cursory fashion and found 
at least 14 explicitly quoted and others alluded 
to. More than half of those citations are from 
Deuteronomy, Psalms, and Isaiah, in nearly 
equal numbers.

The word “fulfillment” seems more broadly 
understood by Matthew than a simple 
“promise made, promise kept” formula. 
Some fulfillments, such as those in 2:23 and 
27:9–10, cannot be matched to any particular 
source verses. Rather, Matthew understands 
that a word used in the Old may suggest an 
event in the New (as in 2:23), or that several 
disconnected events or ideas in the Old 
Testament may be bundled together and so 
tied to an event in the New (as with 27:9–10). 
Such free quotations turn us from readers 
into detectives as we try to track the Spirit’s 

meaning. We learn that Jesus is not only the 
Messiah, but the Son of Man in Daniel’s vision 
and the suffering servant in the servant songs 
of Isaiah. He is also, as Bonhoeffer liked to say, 
the one who was praying the psalms, if we only 
heard them aright (as in Ps. 110:1; 22:1).

M AT T H EW A N D T H E GEN T I LES
Among the most pleasant discoveries for 
this writer was the very strong emphasis in 
Matthew on God’s care for the Gentiles. We all 
have read (and some have even memorized) 
the Great Commission to “make disciples of all 
nations,” but that is only the final installment 
of a theme sounded at the very beginning and 
throughout the Gospel.

In the very first verse of Matthew, Jesus 
is called “son of Abraham,” in whom, God 
promised, “all the families of the earth shall be 
blessed” (Gen. 12:3). Gentiles make their way 
into Jesus’ family tree that begins the Gospel 
record. Rahab the Canaanite from Jericho and 
Ruth the Moabite are two of the five women 
listed. The wise men (likely from Persia or 
Babylonia) come to worship “the King of the 
Jews,” the first contingent of Gentiles who by 
faith embrace Jesus as their own.

At the start of His ministry, Jesus moves to 
Capernaum in “Galilee of the Gentiles” (Is. 9:1), 
and the first light of a new day dawns for the 
“people dwelling in darkness.”

Matthew’s placement as the first book in our Bibles is fitting, for it 
functions as a “bridge” between the testaments, persistently citing the 

Law, the Prophets, and the Psalms as “fulfilled” in Jesus.
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Later Jesus withdrew for a time from Galilee and 
made His one and only foray outside Israel to “the 
district of Tyre and Sidon” (15:21), where He was 
approached by a Canaanite woman desperate 
over her demon-possessed daughter. This Gentile 
woman who will not give up is finally praised 
by Jesus, “O woman, great is your faith!” It is 
still another Gentile, a Roman centurion whose 
servant lay paralyzed at home, whom Jesus 
praised in similar fashion: “With no one in Israel 
have I found such faith” (8:10).

In Matthew’s narrative, the only confession 
of faith uttered at the cross amid a throng of 
mockers was spoken by Gentiles! “The centurion 
and those who were with him” (the execution 
squad), after seeing all that took place that day, 
“were filled with awe and said, ‘Truly this was 
the Son of God!’” (27:54). Finally after all these 
things comes that remarkable commission in 
which He who now has authority “in heaven and 
on earth” directs His followers to make disciples 
of “all nations” (28:19). Astonishing, isn’t it?

U N IQ U E TO M AT T H EW
Along the way you have, perhaps, made note of 
things that are unique to Matthew.

He alone provides a symmetrical genealogy (3 x 
14) that begs closer attention, and, in a departure 
from standard Jewish practice, turns a spotlight 
on five women. He alone records the visit of 
the wise men. Only Matthew records the death 
of Judas, the haunting dream of Pilate’s wife, 
the soldiers’ mockery at Jesus’ scourging, the 
earthquakes at the tomb and on Easter morning, 
the tearing of the temple’s veil, and the opening 
of the saints’ tombs.

Matthew alone reports the pointed contrast Jesus 
makes between Himself and Moses (“You have 
heard that it was said . . . but I say to you”). He 
alone tells us that Jesus spoke of His “church” and 
of Peter as the “Rock” on which he would build it.

He alone uses the particular phrase “kingdom 
of heaven” (32 times), a phrase that is key to 
Matthew’s theology.

There is even more. What did you notice that is 
part of the special perspective Matthew supplies?

T H E GOSPEL ACCOR DI NG TO YO U
You knew much of the story of Jesus before 
taking this class. Take time now to consider what 
you learned that was new, or the ways your prior 
understandings may have been reshaped.

As a follower or potential follower of Jesus Christ, 
how does this Gospel challenge you? Encourage 
you? A weighty matter to consider is the question 
that ought to be addressed every time one reads 
Scripture or hears a sermon: “What am I going 
to do about this? What difference will it make in 
what I believe and how I live?”

If you can thoughtfully answer those questions, 
this study can benefit not only you, but those 
around you. You are the only Gospel some people 
will ever read, for there are more and more people 
in this post-Christian culture who have NOT read 
the Bible and who do NOT know much of Jesus’ 
story. You won’t need to travel to central Asia to 
meet them. They live in your neighborhood.

Now and for the rest of your life, people will be 
reading The Gospel According to You. May your 
life tell His story faithfully!

What am I going to do about this? 
What difference will it make in 
what I believe and how I live?”
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