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Verse 1
‘And he entered into a boat, and crossed over, and came into his own city.’

Having been rejected in Decapolis Jesus now returned to ‘His own city’, that is, to Capernaum (Matthew 4:13). There is a pathos in this. It was not really His own city. He had been rejected from the town where He had been brought up. No wonder that He had nowhere to lay His head.

This interconnecting verse may well be seen as forming an inclusio with Matthew 8:23. It is finishing off the inner sequence. What follows is therefore not necessarily a part of the same time sequence. It is simply brought in here to complete the picture. (Mark in fact has it much earlier). It is sealing off the fact that Jesus has come to bring healing (Matthew 8:1-17), deliverance and security (Matthew 8:23-27), the vanquishing of man’s Enemy (Matthew 8:28-34), and the forgiveness of sins (Matthew 9:1-8). They are being ‘saved from their sins’ (Matthew 1:21).

Verses 1-8
The Healing of the Paralytic (9:1-8).
We come now to the third of these revelations of Jesus’ authority. He has revealed His authority over some of the most powerful forces of this world, He has revealed His authority over the powers of the supernatural world, and now He will reveal His authority over man’s greatest enemy, sin. He is thereby revealed as the complete Saviour, and especially the Saviour from sin (Matthew 1:21). And here we learn that all that is necessary for the redemption of His own from among mankind is now in place.

Furthermore as a result of this those who follow Him will now know that He can protect them from all evil, both physical and spiritual, and will now learn that He is among them as the forgiver of sins. In the words of the Psalmist, ‘Do not forget all His benefits,Who forgives all your iniquities, Who heals all your diseases, Who redeems your life from destruction, Who crowns you with loving kindness and tender mercies’ (Psalms 103:3-4). Forgiveness of sins has always been of first importance in God’s eyes. And it was to be a part of the Messianic blessing (Isaiah 43:25; Isaiah 44:22).

Analysis.
a And he entered into a boat, and crossed over, and came into his own city (Matthew 9:1).

b And behold, they brought to him a man sick of the palsy, lying on a bed (Matthew 9:2 a).

c And Jesus seeing their faith said to the sick of the palsy, “Son, be of good cheer; your sins are forgiven” (Matthew 9:2 b).

d And behold, certain of the scribes said within themselves, “This man is blaspheming” (Matthew 9:3).

e And Jesus knowing their thoughts said, “Why do you think evil in your hearts?” (Matthew 9:4).

d ‘For which is easier, to say, “Your sins are forgiven”, or to say, “Arise, and walk?” ’ (Matthew 9:5).

c “But that you may know that the Son of man has authority on earth to forgive sins” (then he says to the sick of the palsy), “Arise, and take up your bed, and go up to your house” (Matthew 9:6).

b And he arose, and departed to his house (Matthew 9:7).

a But when the crowds saw it, they were filled with awe, and glorified God, who had given such authority to men (Matthew 9:8).

Note that in ‘a’ Jesus enters into a boat, crosses over the sea and comes to His own city, and in the parallel His actions result in the glorifying of God. Compare Matthew 8:23; Matthew 8:27 where He similarly entered a boat and it again resulted in men marvelling. His journeys all had a purpose. In ‘b’ the man is brought to Him, and in the parallel the man walks out on his own. In ‘c’ Jesus informs the man that he is forgiven, and in the parallel justifies it by His healing power. In ‘d’ He is accused of blaspheming, and in the parallel He poses His defence. And centrally He expresses His distress at the evil in men’s hearts.

Verse 2
‘And Jesus seeing their faith said to the sick of the palsy, “Son, be of good cheer; your sins are forgiven.” ’

Jesus saw the faith of the men who had brought the paralytic and also the eager faith of the paralytic himself, and so He said to him, “Son, be of good cheer; your sins are forgiven.” This must have surprised everyone. But it suggests that Jesus was aware not only of the man’s condition, but of his inner pain. He had only to look into his eyes to see that he was troubled. And that what he was troubled about was sin.

Sin is indeed often the thing that most concerns many people. The Psalmist recognised that forgiveness of it was his first need, for he cried, ‘Bless the Lord, O my soul, -- Who forgives all your iniquities, who heals all your diseases’ (Psalms 103:3). He was aware in the depths of his soul that forgiveness was the first of all God’s benefits. And this man’s heart was clearly crying out for forgiveness. So Jesus first went to the core of his real need.

The fact that Jesus addressed him as ‘Son’ suggests that he was a young man, and it is quite possible that his condition had made him more aware of sin than most, for he would often have asked himself, ‘why has this happened to me?’ And the answer that he would have received from most people at that time was that he must have done something which had greatly displeased God, that there must be something deeply wrong within him. So it would not be surprising if he bore a great burden of guilt. And it was that burden that Jesus wanted to remove. But this was something that did not please certain people who were listening at all.

What they cavilled at was not that Jesus was saying that God could forgive him. They also would have said that, on condition of course that he went through all the rigmaroles that they considered necessary in order for a man to find forgiveness. What they objected to was the clear statement of the man’s forgiveness as an undoubted fact no longer open to dispute, simply on Jesus’ word. This was to have a certainty that they could not allow.

Verse 3
‘And behold, certain of the scribes said within themselves, “This man is blaspheming”.’

The Scribes were the teachers of the Law, and they had come to check Jesus out. Here was this man performing all these miracles, and they wanted to know if He was ‘sound’, that is, whether He taught what they taught. And these dreadful words convinced them that He did not. Indeed they considered that what He had said was blasphemy. Who was this man to dare to suggest that a man’s sins were certainly forgiven? Men could only hope and pray, and give alms, and then hope that God would take notice of them. Only God could determine whether a man was worthy of forgiveness. For that was their problem. They did not believe in God’s free forgiveness.

But Jesus had come to bring men forgiveness. He had come to save His people from their sins (Matthew 1:21). Thus he knew that forgiveness was available for all who truly turned to God from their past lives, seeking a true change of heart. And He had seen that in this man before Him.

Central to the idea of blasphemy was the using of God’s Name lightly, but that clearly also included a careless claiming of the prerogatives of God. And that was what they saw Jesus as doing. Their thought was simply, ‘None can forgive sins apart from God’, and they considered that He did it in His own way, so that to claim the knowledge that a man was forgiven was insupportable arrogance.

Verse 4
‘And Jesus knowing their thoughts said, “Why do you think evil in your hearts?” ’

But Jesus knew what they were saying. Indeed He may well have deliberately provoked it in order to get over to the people that in Him forgiveness had come for all who would turn to God with a view to repenting, turning from sin to God, serving Him and obeying His commandments. For He wanted them to know that in Him their past could be blotted out (Matthew 18:23-35), and a way was provided for future forgiveness (Matthew 6:12). Indeed Isaiah had made clear that this was God’s promise in the time of His Visitation (Isaiah 1:18; Isaiah 43:25; Isaiah 44:22). It was to be included in the task of the Servant of the Lord (Isaiah 53:3-6; Isaiah 53:10). And indeed it was something that had always been God’s offer to men when they turned to Him (Exodus 34:6-7; Numbers 14:18; Psalms 103:4).

And because of this it was His prerogative as the One Who had come in His Father’s Name, as The Son of Man Whom God had established at His right hand to dispense justice and mercy (Daniel 7:14; Psalms 80:17), and had sent to earth (John 3:13) to bring the forgiveness of sins to all who would repent, something that should have been obvious to all from the miracles that He performed. Thus He saw their words as arising out of the evil that was in their hearts. In their prejudice they were refusing to recognise the evidence of the Holy Spirit at work within Him (Matthew 12:28; Matthew 12:31). The casting out of demons was above all the evidence of the Spirit at work, and of the presence in Him of the Kingly Rule of God, which may well be why Matthew puts this incident after the healing of the demoniacs, and they therefore had no reason to doubt His authority as being from God. Indeed what greater proof was needed than that, that God was at work in Jesus? And if He was truly from God, then who could argue that He could not declare God’s forgiveness of men’s sins.

Verse 5
‘For which is easier, to say, “Your sins are forgiven”; or to say, “Arise, and walk?” ’

He then challenged them on the basis of the evidence of His mighty works. Which was easier, to say, “Your sins are forgiven”; or to say, “Arise, and walk?” The answer was that they were both impossible to man, but that they were both equally possible to God. And if God performed the one through a man of His choosing, would it not then demonstrate His approval of that man in all that He did? For all knew that God would not perform His mighty works through a blasphemer. So He set the proof of His right to declare the forgiveness of sins categorically and firmly on the basis of His ability to perform mighty wonders by God’s power.

This was a question that they could not answer (which was their tendency when they knew that really their case had been destroyed - Mark 11:27-33). They could hardly say that miracles of healing were not of God. Why, they had themselves taught that God only acted on behalf of those who pleased Him. Yet they dared not say that a man who could heal consistently was demonstrated to be of God, because they knew very well that Jesus could do it. On the other hand they could not deny it in front of the crowds, for they would have simply looked at them in amazement. For this was their basic sin, the ‘blasphemy against the Holy Spirit’, that they would accept nothing that did not conform with their teaching, even if the evidence that it was from God, and that the Spirit was at work, was indisputable.

Verse 6
“But that you may know that the Son of man has authority on earth to forgive sins (then he says to the sick of the palsy), “Arise, and take up your bed, and go up to your house.”

Having stunned them to silence Jesus then positively declared His position and His intention. In order that they might know that He truly was the Son of Man, the God-anointed One of Daniel 7, and therefore had the right while on earth to forgive sins He would perform a miracle. He would do what they could not do, what only One Who was approved of God could do. He would enable this man to walk. Then if they were honest, having failed to argue against His reasoning, they would have to admit His right to forgive sins.

So turning to the paralytic He told him to rise from his mattress and walk home carrying his mattress. What better proof could there be that he was genuinely healed, and therefore now coming under the approval of God, and therefore also forgiven.

Verse 7
‘And he arose, and departed to his house.’

And the man did what he was told and walked home with his mattress on his shoulder. Jesus’ claims were vindicated.

Verse 8
‘But when the crowds saw it, they were afraid, and glorified God, who had given such authority to men.’

Matthew is not interested in the reaction of the Scribes. His concern was for the glory of God. The Scribes, put to flight rationally, ceased to matter to him (he does not seek to show them up in a bad light at every turn). What mattered was that the crowds recognised what had happened. They were filled with awe and they glorified God because He gave such power ‘to men’. They still saw Jesus as just a man among men, even if a prophet. The inference is that while they were honest enough to admit the truth of what they had seen (unlike some others who could be mentioned) they had not appreciated the fuller truths which were coming home to the disciples that Jesus was more than just another man.

But the reader is expected to see further than that. He is expected to see that by providing both forgiveness and healing ‘on earth’ Jesus was demonstrating that the Kingly Rule of Heaven was presenton earthas it had always been in Heaven (Psalms 22:28; Psalms 103:19; Psalms 93:1; Psalms 97:1; Psalms 99:1; Psalms 110:1). The Son of Man was ruling on earth as He would one day in Heaven.

Verse 9
The Call of Matthew 9:9.
With this verse Matthew comes to the end of the subsection which began in Matthew 8:18 with the reference to other disciples considering following Jesus. Perhaps there is a stress on the fact that while the others had been in doubt, there was no doubt about Matthew. He did unquestionably follow Jesus. Matthew was probably chronologically called before this, but it is placed here partly to seal the subsection that has gone before, and partly to introduce what follows (which takes place in his house. This gathering was probably some time after his call). There may also be the point that the preaching in Matthew 4:17 resulted in the successful calling of four disciples, now the revelation made up to this point has resulted in the successful calling of a fifth. The number of genuine disciples who recognise the uniqueness of Jesus, and who submit to the Kingly Rule of Heaven, is gradually growing.

Matthew 9:9
‘And as Jesus passed by from there, he saw a man, called Matthew, sitting at the place for the collection of tolls, and he says to him, “Follow me.” And he arose, and followed him.’

In the other synoptic Gospels Matthew is spoken of as Levi at the time of his calling, but as Matthew in the list of Apostles. It was not unusual for people to have two Hebrew names in those days, as many inscriptions make clear. Any speculation on the question of his name is thus just that. Pure speculation to which no answer will ever be found. It is quite likely that Jesus (or indeed he himself) changed his name when He called him, indicating by it that he was a new man. This would adequately explain the change from Levi to Matthew in the other Gospels, with Matthew being his discipleship name.

We can imagine the shock that many must have had when Jesus chose a public servant as a disciple. Such public servants were looked on as traitors and were ostracised. They collected taxes on behalf of either the Romans or Herod and took a cut for themselves, regularly using violent methods in order to achieve their targets. They would be accompanied by soldiers and were not above having people roughed up. While as a ‘customs official’ Matthew would not have indulged in the wildest excesses of the taxation industry most people would have frowned to see him amongst the Apostles.

That he collected tolls, probably at a border post, indicates a man used to keeping records. He would thus be a useful addition to the Apostolic band, and that especially because he would be meticulous in the keeping of records. He may well therefore have become the group’s recorder. As his position had presumably also ensured that he was fluent in at least Greek and Aramaic, with a smattering of other languages as well, this would well qualify him for keeping records of Jesus’ teaching and ensuring that it was later passed on to the churches.

His call was simple. Jesus said, ‘Follow Me.’ And he did. It was a royal command. But there is no reason to doubt that he had been an avid listener to Jesus’ message prior to this. We can almost certainly assume that Jesus had previously spoken with him, and had now picked him out as suitable to be an Apostle. The impression given is that like the four that we know of as called previously (Matthew 4:18-22) he followed Jesus immediately. Presumably there were colleagues working with him who could take over his duties at the time. And we should consider the fact that if Jesus considered him to be suitable there can be no doubt about his ability to write a Gospel.

Verse 10
‘And it came about that as he reclined at meat in the house, behold, many public servants and sinners came and sat down with Jesus and his disciples.’

We know from the other synoptic Gospels that this gathering was in Matthew’s house. He, together with Jesus and His other disciples, had come there to eat. Often at such meals Jesus would almost inevitably become the focal point. It was so here. This was probably some time after Matthew’s conversion and call to discipleship, and he had therefore called together some old friends to meet Jesus, possibly even at their request. These consisted of public servants like he had been, together with other people who were looked on by the Pharisees as ‘sinners’. By ‘sinners’ is meant those who failed to live according to even the minimum requirements of the Pharisees. They would include many who worked in trades that made it difficult to do so, for example, tanners, and probably also some with bad reputations. To eat with such people was to risk becoming ‘unclean’. The Pharisees would have withdrawn in horror at the idea.

But even worse were the public servants. They served a foreign state, who used locals for collecting taxes and other revenues in order to try to make them more acceptable. But to the Jews these taxes were an insult to their religion. So these public servants were seen by the vast majority of Jews as traitors, especially in a fanatically nationalistic country like Galilee, and even moreso as they used their positions in order to make themselves rich. They were on the whole notoriously dishonest. They often overtaxed the people, keeping what they skimmed off for themselves, they would take large bribes so as to look the other way when assessing taxes, and they presented a false picture to the authorities to whom they had to account. They were by the nature of their contacts looked on as unclean, and they were excluded from the synagogues. Along with robbers and murderers they were unacceptable as witnesses in Jewish courts. No one with any respect for themselves would have relations with them.

However Jesus did not hesitate, and His disciples followed His lead (they had even been willing to accept Matthew into their number). This did not mean that Jesus compromised on His own standards, nor that He relaxed His requirements for discipleship. But it did mean that He did not cut Himself off from them nor demand of them unnecessary observances. They would not, however, be there ‘partying’. The point was that they had come to hear what Jesus had to say.

‘In the house.’ It has been suggested that this rather vague description arises from the fact that the writer was speaking of his own home. How often many of us must have said, ‘I’ve got one in the house’ or ‘let’s go into the house’, calling it that because of its familiarity to us.

Verses 10-13
Jesus Has Come as the Healer of the Sins of All Men, But the Pharisees Criticise Him For Eating with Public Servants and Sinners (9:10-13).
Jesus now makes clear that He has come in order to save the undeserving. That was something that the Pharisees, who slaved at being ‘deserving’, could not understand. Indeed they could not comprehend why, if He was of God, He could possibly behave in the way that He did. It went against all their principles. They failed to realise that God was like that. For to them God was a stern taskmaster Who did not give anyone an inch, or even half an inch. They had overlooked the laws about love and compassion.

Analysis.
a And it came about that as he sat at meat in the house, behold, many public servants and sinners came and sat down with Jesus and his disciples (Matthew 9:10).

b And when the Pharisees saw it, they said to his disciples, “Why does your Teacher eat with the public servants and sinners?” (Matthew 9:11).

b But when he heard it, he said, “Those who are whole have no need of a physician, but those who are sick” (Matthew 9:12).

a “But you go and learn what this means, ‘I desire mercy, and not sacrifice,’ for I came not to call the righteous, but sinners” (Matthew 9:13).

Note that in ‘a’ Jesus sat down with public servants and sinners, and in the parallel it was because He had come precisely in order to call people like that. In ‘b’ the Pharisees ask why Jesus eats with them, and in the parallel He explains why.

Verses 10-34
What Jesus Has To Offer And The Growth of Pharisaic Opposition (9:10-34).
We are now informed about the first open opposition among the Pharisees to Jesus. The Pharisees had seemingly previously approached John with a critical attitude, along with the Sadducees. They had felt that it was their duty to vet any new prophet. But they had been firmly put in their place (Matthew 3:7-9). Now they will begin to criticise Jesus, and their criticism will grow and will continue on to the end. Not all Pharisees, however, were like this. Some did meet up with Jesus and hold conversations with Him (e.g. John 3:1-6; Luke 14:1; Mark 12:28-34). But here it is the antagonistic majority who are in mind.

They are mentioned three times in this passage, in Matthew 9:11; Matthew 9:14; Matthew 9:34, and as a result we begin to recognise their growing hostility. Previously we have had the murmuring of the Scribes (Matthew 9:3). Now the opposition will become more open, and He will be more closely observed. They will first criticise Him for the company He keeps (Matthew 9:11), then indirectly for not encouraging fasting (Matthew 9:14), and finally, quite falsely, for casting out devils by the prince of devils (Matthew 9:34). This last is what shows up their total hypocrisy, for they had no grounds for such a claim. It was simply a let out for them because they had no other explanation for His success, apart from the one that they were not willing to contemplate, that He really was from God. But we should note that Matthew does not yet associate them with the Scribes in their opposition. That would become prominent later

The original Pharisees had been genuine protectors of the Law, but many of them had gradually become more taken up with the ritual that their teachers had laid down than with the root purposes of the Law. To them the correct washing of the hands, the observance of minutiae about the Sabbath, and the tithing of even the smallest thing had become more important than a genuine concern for others. And they suspiciously watched others in order to ensure that they maintained the same standards as themselves, especially people like Jesus and John, because they were so sure hat they were right.

On the other hand Jesus stands in contrast to them and stresses what He has come to offer. This will be revealed in Matthew 9:10-35. He has come in order to help those who have been neglected by religious people (Matthew 9:10). He wanted to reach down and lift up the fallen. He has come as a physician (Matthew 9:12). He wanted to heal the spiritually needy. He wanted to bring sinners to God. And that involved meeting up with them. He has come as the Bridegroom to bring something new, putting the old aside, for His presence as the Bridegroom is the proof that a new age is upon them (Matthew 9:15-17). He has come as the Life-giver to offer life and restoration (Matthew 9:18-26). He has come to open the eyes of the blind and to loosen the tongue of the dumb (Matthew 9:27-34). He has come bringing the Good News of God’s Kingly Rule offered to all who will accept it (Matthew 9:35).

Analysis.
a Jesus has come as the Healer of the sins of all men, but the Pharisees criticise His eating with public servants and sinners (Matthew 9:10-13).

b Jesus is criticised for not fasting but points out that He has come bringing something new. He is the heavenly Bridegroom (Matthew 9:14-17).

c Jesus raises the dead with His HAND of power and heals a woman who is unclean with a discharge of blood through her FAITH (Matthew 9:18-26).

b Jesus opens the eyes of the blind with His TOUCH as a result of their FAITH. He is the SON OF DAVID (Matthew 9:27-31).

a Jesus makes the demon-possessed dumb man speak but is accused by the Pharisees of casting out demons by means of the Prince of demons (Matthew 9:32-34).

Note that in ‘a’ Jesus is criticised by the Pharisees for the company He keeps, and similarly in the parallel. In ‘b’ Jesus has brought something new as the heavenly Bridegroom and in the parallel blind eyes are opened. Centrally in ‘c’ is the raising of the dead and the cleansing of the woman because of her faith.

Verse 11
‘And when the Pharisees saw it, they said to his disciples, “Why does your Teacher eat with the public servants and sinners?” ’

To the Pharisees what Jesus was doing was unpardonable. To them their rituals had become the be all and end all of their lives. And they could not see how Jesus could take the risk of being religiously defiled. To them that was offensive to God because of their perverted ideas about God. So they challenged His disciples as to why Jesus was not more fastidious. Why did He eat with public servants and sinners?

Such meals as this would be held in an open room or courtyard, and anyone could gain access to it, and often observe it from afar. No doubt the Pharisees had sent their spies to keep an eye on what was happening. And when they reported back it was then that the Pharisees approached the disciples about the situation. Or perhaps they had acted as spies themselves, determined to catch Him out. In their eyes a prophet who did not live in accordance with their interpretations of the Law was a scandal.

Verse 12
‘But when he heard it, he said, “Those who are whole have no need of a physician, but those who are sick.” ’

When Jesus heard what was being said He patiently explained His position to the Pharisees. He pointed out that a doctor did not go to those who were well. He went to those who were ill. It was the ill who needed a doctor. And thus as He was Himself a physician of souls it was necessary for Him mix with those who needed His help. It was after all those who were ‘smitten of God’ whom He had promised to heal (Hosea 6:1).

His claim that He Himself was a doctor of the spiritually sick was, of course, of considerable significance. While the Pharisees considered that their most important aim must be to avoid defilement, Jesus was saying that, like a doctor, it was necessary for Him to risk defilement in order to help others. Furthermore He was also setting Himself up as fulfilling God’s own ministry. For it was God Who had offered Himself as the Doctor of souls (Hosea 6:1; Hosea 7:1). He was thus claiming a unique position with God.

He wanted both the Pharisees and the world to know that He had not come simply to mingle with ‘those who are whole’, that is, ‘the righteous’, that is those who strove to keep the Law and thought that they could do so (who would not be many in number). He had come rather to help those who were sick of soul and in need. He had come to save and restore. Those who were in health and whole did not need a doctor. It was only those who were sick who did so. Thus He was here to be a spiritual doctor to sinners and to all in need. He was here to call them to turn to God in repentance. And in order to achieve that He had to go where they were.

It is probable that He had mind here the words in Jeremiah 8:22, ‘Is there no balm in Gilead? Is there no physician there? Why then is not the health of the daughter of my people recovered?’ That expressed why He had come. He had come for the purpose of meeting that lack, that is, to provide a balm in Gilead, and to be that physician. In a sense there were some who did not need a physician. There were the godly in Israel. They had already become right with God. But He was not suggesting that the Pharisees did not need a physician. He knew that in fact, on the whole, they desperately needed one, for their righteousness was not sufficient for entry under the Kingly Rule of Heaven (Matthew 5:20). Rather He was pointing out that the recovery of God’s people in these last days did require a physician like Himself, and that He had therefore come for all who recognised their need and admitted their spiritual ill-health. Those who thought themselves already righteous would not, of course, come to Him. Thus He would not be able to help them. But for all who did recognise their need, whoever they were, He was available.

His claim to be God’s physician must be seen for what it is. He is setting Himself up as having a certain level of uniqueness. The point is that He is able to restore sinners because he is not a sinner. An ailing and sick doctor would be of little use to his patients. And He is calling them to repentance, to turn to God with all their hearts, which is something that He can do because He Himself needs no repentance. Here then as the only Son He was acting on behalf of His Father. We may compare Jesus’ willingness to be a healer here with the man in Isaiah 3:7, who was not prepared to be a healer because it would be too costly and demanding. Jesus minded neither the cost nor the demand. The Father had sought a physician and He was here.

Verse 13
“But you go and learn what this means, ‘I desire mercy, and not sacrifice,’ for I came not to call the righteous, but sinners.”

‘Go and learn.’ This was a regular Jewish way of directing people to seek spiritual truth. And He informed them that where they should look was in Hosea 6:6. There we read, ‘I desire covenant love and not sacrifice, the knowledge of God rather than burnt offerings.’ And there the emphasis was on following true righteousness and being God-like, rather than on the observance of ritual. Ritual had its place. But only if it helped men to love God and their neighbour. The purpose of ritual was to bring men to the knowledge of God. Once it got in the way of doing that, or replaced that, it had to be got rid of. Thus compassion had to come before rigidity of ritual. And that was why Jesus had come, not to call the righteous, but sinners. Any who were truly righteous would not need His help. It was the repentant sinners whose heart cried out for God, Who needed His help, and they were the ones He was mixing with. And that was in line with the heart of God.

As Hosea 6:1-2 makes clear, this coming of a special physician from God was to be a feature of the last days in order to bring His people back to Himself.

Verse 14
‘Then come to him the disciples of John, saying, “Why do we and the Pharisees fast often, but your disciples do not fast?” ’

The disciples of John now approach Jesus, but it would appear possible that they had been in consultation with the Pharisees, who were clearly also commenting on the lack of fasting among Jesus’ disciples. It appeared to them that their lack of fasting demonstrated a lack of sincerity, and they may well have been genuinely puzzled. The disciples of John had of course good reason to fast as an act of mourning, for their great leader languished in prison. That would make it even more reason why they should feel that Jesus’ disciples should be fasting as well at what was a dark time for the godly in Israel. We have good reason to believe that the Pharisees fasted every Monday and Thursday until around 15:00 hours. It would appear possible that John’s disciples may have done something similar. Then there were also voluntary fasts connected with some of the great Feasts which some of them had just been involved in.

Verses 14-17
Jesus Has Come As The Bridegroom Bringing Something Totally New (9:14-17).
Having revealed Himself as the Great Physician, a further incident about fasting leads on to His revelation of Himself as the heavenly Bridegroom. John the Baptist had already given an indication of this when he spoke of himself as the ‘friend of the Bridegroom’ (John 3:29). Now Jesus applies the thought of the Bridegroom to Himself, and gives an indication that He is already aware of the future that awaits Him. He will be ‘taken away’.

In the Old Testament it is God Who is the heavenly Bridegroom. In Isaiah we read, “As the bridegroom rejoices over the bride, so will your God rejoice over you” (Isaiah 62:5, compare Jeremiah 2:2; Hosea 2:19-23). He longed for His people to become His bride and thus become faithful to their marriage covenant (compare Isaiah 50:1; Isaiah 54:6)

Analysis.
a Then come to him the disciples of John, saying, “Why do we and the Pharisees fast often, but your disciples do not fast?” (Matthew 9:14).

b And Jesus said to them, “Can the sons of the bridechamber mourn, as long as the bridegroom is with them? But the days will come, when the bridegroom will be taken away from them, and then they will fast” (Matthew 9:15).

b “And no man puts a piece of unshrunk cloth on an old garment, for then that which should fill it up takes from the garment, and a worse tear is made” (Matthew 9:16).

a “Neither do men put new wine into old wineskins, or else the skins burst, and the wine is spilled, and the skins perish. But they put new wine into fresh wineskins, and both are preserved” (Matthew 9:17).

Note that in ‘a’ the question is posed as to why Jesus’ disciples do not fast, and in the parallel the answer is, ‘because they put new wine into fresh wineskins’. In ‘b’ the presence of the Bridegroom will result in His being ‘taken away’ and in the parallel the intermixture of an unshrunk patch on an old garment results in it being torn.

Verse 15
‘And Jesus said to them, “Can the sons of the bridechamber mourn, as long as the bridegroom is with them? But the days will come, when the bridegroom will be taken away from them, and then they will fast.” ’

Jesus points out that such fasting would be inappropriate for His disciples, because for them this was a time of joy. The Bridegroom has come. The Kingly Rule of Heaven is at hand. Those therefore who are benefiting from it should not be fasting but rejoicing.

His first point is that fasting is reserved for times of mourning and unhappiness, mourning over failure and unhappiness about sin, and especially mourning because God had not yet acted in history and because the Messiah and the Holy Spirit’s outpouring had not yet come. And the implication of His words therefore is that the time of the Messiah, and of the Holy Spirit’s outpouring is now here, something which even outweighs the suffering of John.

He points out that those who are appointed at a wedding to be with the bridegroom to sustain him and enjoy his pleasure with him (the ‘sons of the bridechamber’) cannot fast, for they would then mar the celebrations. Rather must they eat and drink and be joyful. A Jewish wedding lasted for seven days, and they were days of feasting and merriment during which the bridegroom would be celebrating. And he would have with him his closest friends to share his joy with him. To seek to fast under such circumstances would be an insult. (Even the Rabbis excluded people at a wedding feast from the need to fast). Thus it was a unique occasion, and only a unique occasion, that exempted His disciples from fasting.

This in itself was a remarkable claim, that because He had come men need not fast. It was to claim divine prerogative. Moses could not have said it. Elijah could not have said it. John the Baptiser could not have said it. It required a greater than they.

But unquestionably Jesus was conveying a deeper message even than this, as the next verse brings out. He was pointing out that the Messiah had come. He was pointing to Himself as the great Bridegroom whose presence meant that men need not fast, the great Bridegroom promised in the Scriptures. In Isaiah 62:5 the prophet had said “As the bridegroom rejoices over the bride, so will your God rejoice over you”. The picture there was one that was emphasised and poignant. Isaiah pointed out that they had previously been called Forsaken, and their land Desolate, but now would be renamed because God delighted in them and their land would be married to God. They would become God’s bride. He would be their Bridegroom. So there God is the Bridegroom, and His restored people are the Bride, and it is clearly pointing to the time of restoration. In the same way Jesus, by describing Himself as the Bridegroom of God’s restored people, shows that He is uniquely standing in the place of God and introducing the time of restoration.

A similar vivid picture is also brought out in Jeremiah 2:2 where the Lord says of His people, “I remember concerning you the kindness of your youth, the love of your espousals, how you went after me in the wilderness, in a land that was not sown.” Here we have the Lord as the Bridegroom in waiting (compare Jeremiah 2:32. Compare also Ezekiel 16:8-14). It is thus very doubtful whether a discerning listener would fail to catch at least something of this implication.

Furthermore that Jesus emphatically saw Himself as the Bridegroom comes out elsewhere in the Gospel. Consider the marriage feast for the son (Matthew 22:2-14) and the Bridegroom at the wedding where the foolish virgins were excluded (Matthew 25:1-13), both clear pictures of Jesus. So His being the Bridegroom was a theme of His. And as we have seen John the Baptiser described Him in the same way (John 3:29). Thus Jesus was by this declaring in another way that the ‘the Kingly Rule of God has drawn near’, and that He was a unique figure come from God, the heavenly Bridegroom, God’s Messiah.

His point is therefore that if God has come on earth as the Bridegroom, how can there be fasting by those who have recognised Him and welcomed Him? It would not be seemly. The others only fast because the truth has not come home to them.

“But the days will come when the bridegroom will be taken away from them, then will they fast.” Then Jesus comes in with an ominous warning. The words He has spoken confirm that we are to see in the picture of the Bridegroom something significant concerning Jesus. And this is clear in that the Bridegroom, Who was now here, will one day be ‘taken away’ (Mark effectively adds ‘forcibly’) and then His disciples will have good cause to fast. Jesus knew already from the voice at His baptism that He was called on to fulfil the ministry of the suffering Servant, and this had been confirmed by John’s words, “Behold the Lamb of God, Who takes away the sin of the world” (John 1:29). Thus we have here the first indication from Him of His awareness of the brutal end that awaits Him. He knew that He must face suffering on behalf of His people. And then indeed His disciples would fast.

Interestingly the words do not encourage regular fasting. The disciples would indeed sorrow but their sorrow would be turned into joy (John 16:20). Thus the need for fasting would quickly pass and would be no more. There is no real encouragement to fasting here. It is not, however forbidden. The point is that it is not required. Those who serve the King are not bound by petty regulations but are concerned with how they can please Him. If they fast it is in order to better serve Him by spending longer in prayer in a state of enhanced awareness, not because it is necessary for their own spiritual sustenance, for as regards that He is more than sufficient.

So we have here both Jesus’ testimony to the fact that He is God’s Sent One, over Whom men should rejoice, and with it an indication that He is aware of the future that awaits Him. The cross would not catch Him by surprise (compare Luke 2:35).

This declaration that Jesus has come as the heavenly Bridegroom and is inaugurating a new world is then brought out by two illustrations.

Verse 16
“And no man puts a piece of unshrunk cloth on an old garment, for then that which should fill it up takes from the garment, and a worse tear is made.”

By His illustrations here Jesus now declares that it is not a time for supplementing the old ideas and trying to repair them. The inference is that what is needed is new clothing and new wine. The old is not to be supplemented by the new, but the new must replace the old. It is a clear indication that in Jesus has come a new age. The prophets had prophesied until John (Matthew 11:13). But now a greater than John was here. We are reminded by this illustration of God’s promises to reclothe His people (see the parallel idea in Matthew 22:11-12 and compare Zechariah 3:4-5 and the idea in Ezekiel 16:10-14 with 59-63). For giving them new wine to drink see Isaiah 25:6 and compare John 2:1-11.

But the new is to replace the old because the old is not what it should be. The new Israel that will replace the old (Matthew 21:43) will return to the truths of its founding fathers, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob (Matthew 8:11). It is what is cast out that is the old (Matthew 8:12). We can compare how in the Sermon on the Mount Jesus has not produced a new Law, but has brought out the true meaning of the original. The Law that is rejected is not the true Law, but the misinterpreted Law. The true Law is enhanced and glorified.

The Old Testament prophets had looked forward to this new age. They had looked for God to establish His Kingly Rule. This idea had been part of Isaiah’s inaugural call (Isaiah 6:1), and a central feature of his ministry (Isaiah 52:7). And He would do it through the Coming One (Isaiah 7:14; Isaiah 9:6-7; Isaiah 11:1-4).

In context the application of these words is as a defence against fasting. It is saying that we should not take old ideas, (in context the ideas about fasting), and try to improve them by mixing them with the new. That would be like using unshrunk cloth with which to mend the old. That would be ridiculous. When the garment was laundered the unshrunk cloth would shrink and the old cloth would be even further torn. Instead of the new patch filling the hole, it would make the hole bigger. Thus to put together the ideas of the old ragged ways and the new unspoiled ways would be incompatible. They do not match. With Jesus everything has begun anew.

This suggests that He saw fasting as being mainly for the old dispensation, but not for the new. The old world fasted because they waited in penitence for God to act. But now God was acting and fasting was a thing of the past. Now was the time for rejoicing.

However, the words also contain within them the general idea that what Jesus Himself has come to bring is new. ‘The Kingly Rule of Heaven has drawn near’. So now is to be a time of rejoicing and everything must be looked at in its light. The old had past, and the new has come (compare 2 Corinthians 5:17). Two examples of this appear in the Old Testament. The first is in Ezekiel 16 where Israel, having been splendidly clothed by God was defiled because of her idolatrous practises. But God promised that in the end He would put all right. Their fortunes would be restored. The second is in Zechariah 4:3-5 where Joshua the High Priest, the representative of Israel, was clothed in new clothing as an illustration of acceptance by God. From these we may gather that Jesus had also come to reclothe His people with pure clothing (compare Matthew 22:11-12; Revelation 19:8).

The extraordinary significance of this statement must not be overlooked. Jesus is clearly declaring that in His coming as the Bridegroom at this time a whole new way of thinking and living has been introduced. He is the introducer of a new age that is even at this time bursting in on the world, for being a bridegroom indicates that a marriage is about to take place, introduced by the Messianic Banquet which the disciples are already enjoying. So all this is not far in the future, it is resulting because Jesus is here. That is why they are not fasting. The acceptable year of the Lord has arrived. And their repentance and forgiveness in the new age into which they have now entered will lead to lives of joy as they walk in company with first the earthly and then the heavenly (risen) Bridegroom. Thus fasting will be unnecessary except in exceptional circumstances, in the brief period before final victory. Everything is different and old ways must be forgotten.

And this is because Jesus is introducing new clothing. This gains new meaning in the light of Jesus’ idea elsewhere, which He Himself may have had in mind, for the man who seeks to enter the heavenly wedding without having a proper wedding garment on will be cast out (Matthew 22:11-12 compare Revelation 19:8; Revelation 3:5; Revelation 3:18). Those who would enter His presence must be clothed with the righteousness that He provides. There must be no partially patched up clothes for them.

It will be noted that the illustration here is different from that in Luke 5:36, for Luke speaks there of taking the new cloth from a new garment, which heightens the folly, as it destroys the new garment as well. It is clear that Jesus used the same illustration a number of times, varying it slightly when He wanted to make a different point, and that Matthew and Mark have used one example, and Luke another. In Luke ‘and He spoke also a parable to them’ may be seen as suggesting that it is Luke or his source who have brought the ideas together there. But the fact that these saying are connected in all three synoptics, while at the same time being slightly different from each other, might point to the tradition as a whole as having done the bringing together. Alternately it may be that the unshrunk cloth is simply a slight abbreviation of the slightly longer illustration which emphasises the major point, with Luke giving us Jesus’ full words. Matthew and Mark may thus simply be giving an abbreviation of them. A piece from a new garment would in fact be unshrunk cloth.

Verse 17
“Neither do men put new wine into old wineskins, or else the skins burst, and the wine is spilled, and the skins perish. But they put new wine into fresh wineskins, and both are preserved.”

The point is emphasised again, this time using the idea of putting new wine into old wineskins. To do so would be to cause the dried out old skins to burst. They are no loner elastic enough to cope with the fermentation of new wine. Then all would be lost, the new wine and the wineskins, for the skins would perish.

Here there is included the idea also found in John 2, that the new wine of the Kingly Rule of God has come. But it is being emphasised that it must not be put into old wineskins. The wineskins that had been built up by Judaism must be thrust aside, as He had Himself done in the Sermon on the Mount.

But the above illustrations carry also another warning, although it may well not have been in Jesus’ mind. For the point lying behind the illustrations is that the introduction of the new into the old will cause rending and perishing. And that is precisely what would happen. The old wineskins of Judaism would be unable to take the arrival of the new wine of Jesus so that it would cause His death. Jesus had come to a country which was like dried out, old wineskins, so that His coming could only result in His death, and then for them the new wine would be lost because they had clung to the old) and would result in the destruction of the place to which He had come (the old wineskins, Jerusalem, would perish). For there was a sense in which it was unavoidable that the new would clash with the old.

“But they put new wine into fresh wineskins, and both are preserved.”

Here is the solution, to keep the new wine to new wineskins, and not try to mix it with the old. Everything must be seen anew. Thus must they rejoice in the bridegroom, and not fast over Him, and thus must they receive His new message, putting the old (Judaism) aside. Their righteousness must exceed that of the Scribes and Pharisees (Matthew 5:20). Then they will not destroy themselves by mixing the new with the old (as in fact part of the later church did).

The idea is carried further in John 2:1-11 where the new wine symbolises the glories of the Messianic age indicating that the time has come for the fulfilment of Isaiah 25:6. We should note in all this that it is not what is recorded in the Scriptures that brings about the clash, it is the way in which it has been interpreted and used by its interpreters. The Scriptures contain the same message throughout, salvation by the grace of God through repentance and the offering of blood, and His continual gracious working in their lives.

‘Both are preserved.’ That is, the new wine and the new wineskins. There is no thought that the old is to be preserved. The tragedy would be if the disciples began to incorporate the wrong ideas that had grown up in Judaism into the new community that Jesus was founding. There is no thought that the old was to survive alongside.

(There was, of course, a sense in which the old way in the best senses was still necessary until the new message had reached out into the world, and it would therefore be necessary for it to be maintained for a while. There were godly people around the world who had never heard the Good News. They still came to God on the basis of the old ideas. And Jesus was wise enough not to want to tear that situation apart. For it would be many decades, and even longer, before all had had the chance of hearing and responding to the new. But the old that Jesus was casting off was not these genuine Scriptural foundations. What He was rejecting was the misinterpreting of it by Judaism in the same way as they had misinterpreted the Law (Matthew 5:20). What Jesus abhorred was the thought of something which was a continual mixture of both the old misinterpreted religion and the new purified religion. In the end the old had to be shed, a process greatly helped by the destruction of Jerusalem. But none of that is in mind in His statement that ‘both are preserved’).

Verse 18
‘While he spoke these things to them, behold, there came a ruler, and worshipped him (or ‘paid him homage’), saying, “My daughter is even now dead, but come and lay your hand on her, and she will live.” ’

‘While He spoke these things to them.’ This could be intended to be specific (and thus as signifying ‘while He was actually speaking what has just been recorded’) or it could be intended to be more vague (‘while He was teaching similar types of things to those which have just been recorded’) as a convenient means of linking the narratives. In the latter case he would simply be saying that the Ruler burst in on Jesus at some time when He was teaching about the coming of what was new. Compare Mark 5:21 which is also vague. Neither confirms the true chronological position of the story.

We have in this whole account a typical Matthaean abbreviation. He condenses a more complicated situation mainly in order to save space, but possibly in this verse also for the purpose of emphasising from the start that by the time Jesus arrived at the house she really was dead. By establishing that fact here there would be no danger of anyone (well, nearly anyone) misinterpreting Jesus’ later comment about her being ‘asleep’. In order to obtain the full facts the sentence has to be divided into two halves, the first indicating that the Ruler came to Jesus and fell at His feet, and the second indicating that the Ruler informed Jesus that his daughter was dead, for this latter in fact took place some time after the former. It may thus be a typical piece of journalistic condensation. Basically Matthew is saying as briefly as possible that the father came to Jesus for help, informed Jesus (later) that his daughter was dead, and asked Him to heal her in the usual manner. The way in which Jesus regularly healed was no mystery. It was, however, unusual. There is a solitary reference to Abraham being called on to lay hands on a sick person in a Qumran scroll, but it is a rare occurrence.

Alternately Matthew may be depicting the Ruler as exaggerating the case in order to bring home to Jesus the seriousness of the situation. By ‘is dead’ he may simply have meant ‘as good as dead’, ‘could die at any moment’, ‘dead if you do not come and do something about it’. (Compare ‘let the dead bury their dead’). This may have been a commonly recognised way of indicating nearness to death, especially when calling a doctor. ‘She is dead if you do not come quickly with your medicines’. But if this is so we have no other evidence of it. On the other hand this interpretation is supported by the words that follow. For the suggestion that Jesus would lay hands on her so that she might live suggests that the father did not see her as actually dead, but was hoping for a cure. The Ruler would have had no cause to think that Jesus could raise the dead by laying hands on them, but he would have every cause to think that Jesus could heal the sick by doing so. (Note that in fact Jesus does not lay His hands on her, so this is not conforming the story to the later facts).

We are given fuller details in the other synoptic Gospels. When the Ruler first made contact with Jesus, as far as he was aware his daughter was still alive, although dying. It was only later when messengers arrived to tell him that his daughter was dead that he passed that information on to Jesus. So the basic facts as depicted in Matthew is right, it is the inessential (to Matthew) detail that is missing.

This should act as a warning to us that in many Bible stories details are often missing so that we should beware of drawing lessons from silence, or overemphasising what might simply be the result of condensation. But we do note that while Matthew elsewhere draws attention to outstanding faith (Matthew 8:10; Matthew 9:28), even doing so later in this story (Matthew 9:22), there is no mention of the Ruler’s faith here, simply because Matthew knew the full story and knew that his was a wavering faith, and not something to be especially commended.

‘The Ruler.’ He was a ruler of the synagogue and therefore respected, playing an important part in society. We must not judge the attitude of the synagogues by the Pharisees (see Matthew 12:9; Matthew 13:54), although Jesus was aware that His Apostles would experience rough treatment in some synagogues (Matthew 10:17).

Verses 18-26
The Raising of A Ruler’s Daughter And The Healing Of The Woman With A Discharge of Blood (9:18-26).
No better illustration of the fact that the new had come can be found than here. In the raising of the anonymous Ruler’s daughter we are provided with a foretaste of the resurrection. It was a pointer to the fact that to all ‘Rulers’, as to all men and women, new life was being offered. And in the woman who was made clean we have a picture of the prospective new Israel who need to reach out and touch Jesus and be cleansed. (Compare for the latter Ezekiel 16:60-63).

In what follows Jesus goes to the aid of a young girl who has died, and raises her from the dead. But there is a subsidiary story, which is always seen as an integral part of the main story. This reveals a woman who was continually ceremonially ‘unclean’ because of a discharge of blood from within her which she had had for twelve years. She too was dying, and she had been dying for twelve years. And she had found no hope anywhere until the day when she came to Jesus and found that He could make the unclean clean. Both were in their own way representative of the people of God, dead in sin and unclean before God.

But in order to confirm the lesson lying behind this we need to go to a passage in Ezekiel 16. There Jerusalem was likened to a baby, cast out at birth covered in the blood flow of its mother, whom God had commanded ‘in her blood’ to live (Matthew 9:6). He then betrothed her to Himself, but she remained naked (it is not a natural picture). And when she came to an age for love (i.e. about twelve years of age) He wiped the blood from her (Matthew 9:9). So either the idea is that for twelve years she had been covered in vaginal blood, or that she was once again covered in blood because of her menstruation, seen as connecting back to her first condition. And now she was His to be restored by His mercy to full glory.

It would seem that this is the lesson behind both the child whom God will make to live, and the woman with a flow of blood for twelve years which will be made clean. The two together reveal that Jesus (the Bridegroom - Matthew 9:15) has come to make clean and give life to His people so as to betroth them to Himself.

Analysis.
a While He spoke these things to them, behold, there came a ruler, and worshipped him (Matthew 9:18 a).

b Saying, “My daughter is even now dead, but come and lay Your hand on her, and she will live” (Matthew 9:18 b).

c And Jesus arose, and followed him, and so did His disciples (Matthew 9:19).

d And behold, a woman, who had a discharge of blood twelve years, came behind him, and touched the border (or ‘fringe’) of His cloak. For she said within herself, “If I do but touch His clothing, I will be made whole” (Matthew 9:20-21).

e But Jesus turning and seeing her said, “Daughter, be of good cheer, your FAITH has made you whole” (Matthew 9:22 a).

d And the woman was made whole from that hour (Matthew 9:22 b).

c And when Jesus came into the ruler’s house, and saw the flute-players, and the crowd making a tumult, He said, “Remove yourselves, for the damsel is not dead, but sleeps.” And they laughed Him to scorn (Matthew 9:23-24).

b But when the crowd was put forth, He entered in, and took her by the hand, and the damsel arose (Matthew 9:25).

a And the fame concerning this went forth into all that land (Matthew 9:26).

Note that in ‘a’ the ruler came and worshipped Him, and in the parallel His fame went throughout the land. In ‘b’ he pleads for his daughter’s life and in the parallel Jesus grants his request. In ‘c’ Jesus arose and followed him and in the parallel they arrive at the ruler’s house. In ‘d’ the diseased woman says to herself that if she touches Jesus’ clothing she will be made whole, and in the parallel she is made whole. Centrally in ‘e’ it is her faith which has made her whole.

Verse 19
‘And Jesus arose, and followed him, and so did his disciples.’

Responding to the Ruler’s plea Jesus arose from where He was sat teaching, and followed him, accompanied by His disciples.

Verse 20-21
‘And behold, a woman, who had a discharge of blood twelve years, came behind him, and touched the border (or ‘fringe’ or ‘tassel’) of his cloak. For she said within herself, “If I do but touch his garment, I will be made whole.” ’

In the crowd that followed Jesus was a woman who ought not to have been there, for she was permanently ritually unclean (Leviticus 15:25). She had a flow of vaginal blood that never stopped flowing. (Luke tells us that she had spent a fortune on doctors, and now she was in poverty and all hope had gone). But she had heard of Jesus, and no doubt disguised in some way, crept into the crowd around Him. She knew that what she was about to do was unforgivable, and would not want her neighbours to know that she was there. For when she touched this prophet she would be making Him ritually unclean, together with all the people around her who touched her. Religiously she was human dynamite. But her desperation overrode everything else and quietly and surreptitiously she made her way through the crowd and touched either the hem of His robe or the tassel required to be worn by all Jewish males in Numbers 15:37-38 (compare Matthew 14:36). The idea of the tassels which every Jewish male was supposed to wear in order to indicate his concern for God’s commandments would be of great interest to his Jewish readers.

She only touched the hem of His garment,

As to His side she stole,

Amidst the crowd that gathered around Him,

And straightway she was whole.’

She may thus in fact have touched one of the tassels that every Jewish man had on his garment (Numbers 15:38), but either way it was effective. Immediately she sensed the change in her. For the first time in years the flow of blood had dried up. She was healed. She would hardly have been able to believe it. It would have seemed too good to be true.

It was a picture of what could also happen to Israel if only they too would reach out and touch Jesus. As God had promised to the woman in Ezekiel 16 so long before, full restoration was available when she was ready to turn to Him.

Verse 22
‘But Jesus turning and seeing her said, “Daughter, be of good cheer, your faith has made you whole.” And the woman was made whole from that hour.’

Matthew then brings out the point of this story. It is the woman’s faith, wavering though it was, that had made her whole. It will be the same for the Ruler. In order to appreciate the emotion of the story we need to read it in the other synoptic Gospels, but in order to appreciate the basic point Matthew is admirable. All who come to Jesus in faith will be ‘made whole’.

To Jesus it was important that the woman recognise that she was not healed because she had touched Him, but because her faith had reached out to Him. ‘Made whole’ (saved) almost certainly indicates not only physical healing but spiritual blessing as well. It could hardly be otherwise. The crowds may have had doubts about Jesus, but from this moment on she had none.

Verse 23-24
‘And when Jesus came into the ruler’s house, and saw the flute-players, and the crowd making a tumult, he said, “Give place, for the damsel is not dead, but sleeps.” And they laughed him to scorn.’

On arriving at the ruler’s house Jesus found that the funeral arrangements had already begun. The professional flute players had been called in (only Matthew mentions this) and official mourning was taking place. ‘Making a tumult.’ It was the practise to wail loudly, led by professionals who were experienced at it. (Later the minimum requirement, even for the funeral of a poor man, would be two fluteplayers and one wailing woman).

But Jesus turns to them and tells them to leave quietly, for the girl is only asleep and they will wake her up. They simply looked at Him as if He was mad. He had only just arrived. What did He know about the facts? On the other hand they knew, for they had seen the little girl lying dead on her mattress. And they jeered at Him. These jeerers were probably the professional mourners. Here was this prophet come to do a miracle and so full of confidence, and He was too late. The genuine mourners would probably rather have tearfully assured Him that she was dead. It may be, however, that feelings were exacerbated by the thought that if only He had come earlier He might have saved her.

‘She sleeps.’ There is no doubt that she was dead, and all knew it. But to Jesus it was only sleep because He knew that He was going to wake her, and He did not want everyone to know what He was accomplishing (see also John 11:11-14). Compare the use of ‘sleep’ for death when someone was to be ‘awoken’ from the dead in Daniel 12:2 (and see also 1 Thessalonians 4:13-14; 1 Thessalonians 5:10). That Matthew knew that she was dead comes out in that otherwise, if this was not a raising from he dead, he would not have given a full complement of miracles to satisfy Matthew 11:5. Luke makes it all quite clear.

Verse 25
‘But when the crowd was put forth, he entered in, and took her by the hand, and the damsel arose.’

Matthew tells the story briefly in order to bring out the main point. The crowd were put out, Jesus went in, and then He took her by the hand and she arose. Here we have a simple depiction of the resurrection. Resurrection was an important part of the expectancy of the coming age. The Messianic banquet would be accompanied by the defeat of death (Isaiah 25:6-8). The defeat of death and the raising of the dead was a part of the coming future triumph (Isaiah 26:19). God’s victory would be evidenced by those who ‘slept’ being ‘awoken’ (Daniel 12:2). It may well be because Jesus saw those whom He raised from the dead as forerunners and illustrations of the Resurrection, that He emphasised that they but ‘slept’ (Matthew 9:24; John 11:11). Note Jesus’ emphasis in the case of Lazarus that He was going to ‘awaken him out of sleep’ (compare Daniel 12:2), and the great similarity between His raising of Lazarus (John 11:43-44) and His description of the resurrection in John 5:28-29. Thus His raising of the Ruler’s daughter may be seen as a forerunner of the triumph of the Kingly Rule of Heaven (compare Matthew 11:5), as well as a picture of the spiritual life that He was offering to men and women (Matthew 7:14; Matthew 19:29; John 5:24).

To touch a dead body was to incur defilement (as with the leper in Matthew 8:3) but there was no doubt an exception for Someone Who raised the dead person to life.

Verse 26
‘And the fame concerning this went forth into all that land.’

And as is made clear in each of these last three stories the result was widespread ‘fame’. The stories of what had happened spread everywhere throughout the whole of Galilee. Here among them was One Who could raise the dead.

Among the lessons that Matthew was trying to convey was the fact that Jesus brought hope and life to both rich and poor. He treated both the wealthy Ruler and the impoverished, once wealthy, woman in exactly the same way. Thus all could know that His mercy reached out to all without exception, whether clean or unclean, wealthy or poor.

Verse 27
‘And as Jesus passed by from there, two blind men followed him, crying out, and saying, “Have mercy on us, you son of David.”

Not only is this a Messianic sign following closely on the previous one, and deliberately connected to it, but it is also a picture of what will follow the resurrection. Blind eyes will be opened to an acceptance of the Messiah. For it is those who ‘see’ who are blessed (Matthew 13:16). And this will be because of the merciful response of ‘the Son of David’ (see above and introduction).

For parallel appeals for merciful action see Matthew 15:22; Matthew 17:15; Matthew 20:30-31. It is made quite clear that the title Son of David is especially connected with exorcisms and the healing of the blind (Matthew 12:23; Matthew 15:22; Matthew 20:30-31; Matthew 21:9 with 14). This may well be because by the time of Jesus Solomon, the son of David, was famed for his powers of exorcism (see introduction under Titles of Jesus).

We need not assume that Jesus had ignored their pleas. He may well have been unaware of them (but see Matthew 15:23. He may have had the purpose in it of being able to speak to them privately). Or He may not have wanted to respond in an open way to that designation at this point in His ministry. It could have raised false expectations. The detail then assumes an eyewitness, something quite common in Matthew’s Gospel. It is hardly likely to have been invented.

Verses 27-31
The Restoring Of Sight To Two Blind Men.
The raising of the Ruler’s daughter from the dead is now followed by a further Messianic sign, the opening of the eyes of the blind (see Matthew 11:5). In this incident there are two blind men who are healed. Rather than dismissing Matthew’s tendency to notice what others do not we should recognise from this that Matthew appears especially to have noticed examples of companionship (even in the case of the asses later). Perhaps it was because as an ex-public servant he had known what it was to long for genuine companionship.

These two men began by calling on Jesus as ‘the Son of David’. While this was not a Messianic title in wide use it is clear from the Psalms of Solomon that it was used by some as a Messianic title. And as we have seen in the introduction, there may be good cause for seeing it as especially connected with Solomon, the son of David. For in most of its uses in Matthew it is connected either with the healing of the blind or the exorcising of evil spirits. And Solomon, the son of David, was especially connected with the latter in Jewish tradition. Thus it indicated here that present among them was one who was recognised as being in the line of David and Solomon, the Messianic king and the Wise One who could cast out evil spirits and heal even the blind. But actual examples of the healing of the blind are never mentioned in either the Old Testament or Jewish literature. It was to be a Messianic function (Isaiah 35:5).

Note too the emphasis on their faith. This is the fourth mention of faith in this section (compare Matthew 8:10; Matthew 9:2; Matthew 9:22). It is being made clear that Jesus responds to faith.

The suggestion that Matthew is simply repeating, with alterations, the story in Matthew 20:29-34 is laughable when we consider how Matthew condenses his material to save space. The stories are clearly referring to different incidents, and in view of the fact that Jesus must have healed hundreds of blind people (e.g. Matthew 15:30) for they were common in Palestine), it simply indicates that even scholars can sometimes be ‘blind’. The superficial similarities are easily explicable. The truth is that men do tend to go around in pairs, as in fact the Apostles did, especially men who live in a world of their own like blind men do, and who beg in the same places. The title ‘Son of David’ is regularly connected with the blind. Indeed there would appear to have been an expectation that the Son of David would open the eyes of the blind, possibly based on Isaiah 35:5 (see Matthew 12:22; Matthew 20:30; Matthew 21:14 with 9). But anyway the differences between the accounts are too significant to ignore.

Analysis.
a And as Jesus passed by from there, two blind men followed him, crying out, and saying, “Have mercy on us, you son of David” (Matthew 9:27).

b And when he was come into the house, the blind men came to him (Matthew 9:28 a).

c And Jesus says to them, “Do you believe that I am able to do this?” (Matthew 9:28 b).

d They say to him, “Yes, Lord” (Matthew 9:28 c).

c Then he touched their eyes, saying, “According to your faith be it done to you” (Matthew 9:29).

b And their eyes were opened. And Jesus strictly charged them, saying, “See that no man know it” (Matthew 9:30).

a But they went forth, and spread abroad his fame in all that land (Matthew 9:31).

Note that in ‘a’ they followed Him and called out loudly for mercy, and in the parallel they spread abroad His fame. In ‘b’ the blind men came to Him ,and in the parallel their eyes were opened. In ‘c’ He asked whether they believed and in the parallel He responded to their belief. Central in ‘d’ was their bold statement of faith in Him, ‘Yes, Lord’.

Verse 28
‘They say to him, “Yes, Lord.”

Their reply is a simple confirmation of their faith. They have no doubt. They are confident in His power, as had been the leper and the centurion. This contrasts greatly with the ‘little faith’ of the disciples (Matthew 8:26). That is not, however, fully fair to the disciples, for these people had concentrated their faith on one great thing, which the disciples would by now know that He could do, but the disciples were being called on to learn slowly that they had to trust Him in every aspect of their lives.

We note again the use of ‘Lord’. This is in a very full sense, even if only because they see Him as the Son of David. But it was heightened by the fact that they saw Him as a unique healer and prophet. It was reverence of the highest magnitude.

Verse 29
‘Then he touched their eyes, saying, “According to your faith be it done to you.”

Jesus makes clear that He is responding to their faith. He uses His touch of power, touching their eyes and declaring that He is responding to their faith. The lesson is clear. All who come to the Messiah in faith can have their eyes opened.

Verse 30
‘And their eyes were opened. And Jesus strictly charged them, saying, “See that no man know it.”

In Isaiah 35:5 it is stated concerning the coming age, ‘the eyes of the blind will be opened’, and here it was happening before all eyes. It was declaring to them, “The Messiah, the son of David’ is among you. The Kingly rule of Heaven is here.’ Then Jesus told them not to spread abroad what had happened. It was a private miracle done within a private house, and that was how He wanted it to remain. As ever Jesus aim was to curtail the crowds and prevent Himself from being swamped.

Verse 31
‘But they went forth, and spread abroad his fame in all that land.’

But His words fell on ‘deaf’ ears. They went out and told everywhere what had happened to them and how Jesus had healed them And so Jesus fame spread abroad in all the land. Compare the parallel phrase in Matthew 9:26. His fame could not be hidden.

Verse 32
‘And as they went forth, behold, there was brought to him a dumb man possessed with a demon.’

A man is brought to Jesus who was dumb as a result of a spirit which possessed him. As we have seen kowphos could mean both deaf and dumb. But the man was a picture of Israel, which should have been testifying to God, but had nothing to say (see Isaiah 32:4).

Verses 32-34
The Healing Of a Man Possessed By a Dumb (and Deaf?) Spirit (9:32-34).
We now come to the final Messianic sign (Matthew 11:5), both of the section from Matthew 8:1, and the threefold series from Matthew 9:18. And yet the fact that it does not tie in exactly with Matthew 11:5 indicates the honesty of Matthew’s reporting. He would not change the facts in order to suit what he was trying to say. In Matthew 11:5 Jesus said, ‘the deaf (kowphoi) hear’, but Matthew illustrates it here with a kowphos (dumb one) who speaks. (In Isaiah 35:5 both are mentioned). In fact it was so regularly true that the dumb were often deaf as well that it is little different, and Matthew could have got away with a slight change in his material. But he refused to do so.

The verses are a masterpiece of condensation, and yet they say all that is necessary. They introduce a demon possessed man who by his possession was made dumb. They describe how the demon is cast out, and the reaction of the crowd. And finally they demonstrate the very opposite reaction of the Pharisees. At least at this stage the crowds are on Jesus’ side. But the opposition is growing.

We have here the final Messianic sign (Matthew 11:5), the testimony of the crowds, and a contrast with the faith of the centurion. The Gentile centurion had recognised Him as having the very highest authority from God (Matthew 8:8-9), those who should have known and who should have been welcoming Him, declare His authority as coming from the prince of demons. Unlike the blind men, their eyes are closed.

Verse 33
‘And when the demon was cast out, the dumb man spoke, and the crowds marvelled, saying, “It was never so seen in Israel.” ’

Here Matthew’s emphasis is on two things, the fact that the dumb spoke, and the fact that the crowds marvelled. The casting out of demons has almost become something to be expected (Matthew 8:16; Matthew 8:32). In any other it would have been the wonder of his life. The emphasis on the dumb man speaking reflects Isaiah 32:4. The marvelling of the crowds and their declaration that nothing like it had been seen in Israel underlines Jesus’ fame as going out ‘into all the land’ (Matthew 9:26; Matthew 9:31).

It should be noted how carefully Jesus distinguishes between demon possession and disease. Here the demon has to be ‘cast out’. There is no thought that Jesus touches the man, in spite of him being dumb. Contrast the case of a deaf and dumb man who is not demon possessed in Mark 7:31-37. There Jesus has the closest of contact with him.

With this brief account Matthew comes to the end of his three triads of miracle stories, three times three indicating full completeness. He has given a complete testimony to Jesus. All can now tell that He is the Coming One promised by God and testified to by John.

Verse 34
‘But the Pharisees said, “By the prince of the demons he casts out demons.” ’

But there is one set of people who will never see that. Refusing to believe in Him or accept Him they have to find an alternative explanation to the obvious one. And so they declare that He casts out demons by the prince of demons. But Jesus will shortly bring out the fallacy of their position (Matthew 12:25-29). Meanwhile He just ignores them and carries on with His ministry.

It would seem that this is Matthew’s summing up of the attitude of the Pharisees to all that he has been describing. While the people continue to marvel, and Jesus’ reputation continues to grow, the Pharisees continue to grow more and more sour. At least in Galilee they are finding themselves supplanted.

Verse 35
Jesus Appoints and Sends Out The Twelve To Proclaim The Kingly Rule of Heaven With Admonitions, Warnings And Final Promises (9:35-11:1).
In this section Jesus appoints and sends out His twelve Apostles. His purpose for them is that they might proclaim the Kingly Rule of Heaven, and reveal its presence on earth by the signs and miracles that will result as they evangelise (Matthew 10:1; Matthew 10:7-8). But He is full aware that their message will only be accepted by the minority as He has made clear in Matthew 7:13-27. So He warns them of two things. Firstly that they are not to expect total success in their evangelism, and secondly that they must expect to sometimes have a rough time of it.

In regard to the first He points out that their ministry will rather result in dividing the nation into two, splitting off those who respond to their message, from those who reject it. This was what they should have expected, for, as He had already taught, while some will choose to enter the narrow gate, they will be the comparatively few, while others will choose the broad gate, and they will be the many (Matthew 7:13-14). Some will choose to build on rock because they hear and respond to His teaching, others will choose to build on sand because they refuse to hear and respond (Matthew 7:24-27). And this was indeed something that had already been indicated by John’s teaching concerning the wheat and the chaff (Matthew 3:12). So whatever the disciples were expecting, Jesus was fully aware of the difficulties of the way ahead, and was not even expecting that the majority of the Jews would respond.

This is confirmed in His words to the twelve as He now sends them out for the first time. Rather than seeing all the Jews as responding to them, His clear indication is that they will split ‘Israel’ into two, or rather will cut off from Israel all who refuse to believe. This He demonstrates as follows:

As they go out some persons and towns will refuse to hear them and to make a response, and those who do refuse to hear them are to be cut off from the new Israel. The very dust of their houses or towns is to be shaken off from the disciples’ feet as a testimony against them in the coming judgment (Matthew 10:14-15). By this it is indicated that they are no longer accepted as a part of Israel. On the other hand this very fact confirms that others are expected to hear and respond.

Some will bring them before synagogue courts, and even Gentile secular courts because they will reject their message and hate them for it. This was the common lot of non-conformists in Palestine, compare Acts 8:1; Acts 22:4; Acts 26:9-11 (Matthew 10:17-18).

Families will be divided down the middle, with some responding to Jesus, and others persecuting them for doing so by demanding that they be treated as false prophets, compare Deuteronomy 13:1-11 (Matthew 10:21-22).

Indeed His Apostles must expect to be driven from town to town by persecution (Matthew 10:23).

Some will call them Beelzebub just as they have called Him Beelzebub, compare Matthew 9:34; Matthew 12:24; Matthew 12:27 (Matthew 10:25).

Some will seek to kill their bodies, compare 21-22 (Matthew 10:28).

Some will confess Him before men, and some will deny Him (Matthew 10:32-33).

He has not come to bring peace on earth -- but to divide even individual households into two opposing segments (Matthew 10:34-36).

People will have to choose between their loved ones and Him, and between taking up their cross or refusing to do so (Matthew 10:37-38).

People will have to choose between holding on to their lives, or ‘losing them’ by responding to Him (Matthew 10:39).

So it is clear from all this that Jesus was not expecting a mass movement by which most or all Jews would turn to Him and enter the Kingly Rule of Heaven. He was very much aware of the tensions in Galilean society, and the thoughtless fanaticism of many. And He recognised from the start that His Apostles’ preaching would bring bitter division, as some responded to His truth and some rejected it.

As we shall see later it was quite clear to Him that in setting up a new ‘congregation of Israel’ in the midst of the old, and thereby setting aside the unbelieving of old Israel, He was expressing a revolutionary new idea which would result in a new nation which could hardly be acceptable to the old regime. From then on the majority of ‘Israel’ would no longer be seen as Israel at all. The nation would be take from them and given to a nation producing its fruits (Matthew 21:43). For just as the Israel of Sinai were all cut off in the wilderness, and none, apart from rare exceptions, entered the land, being replaced by a new generation, (so that a ‘new Israel’ entered the land), so now God would cut off a large part of present Israel because of their rejection of their King, and form a new Israel from what remained. From then on they and they alone would be the true Israel, and it would be open to all who responded to Jesus Christ.

Many seek to argue that some of the words spoken in what follows could not have been spoken by Jesus at this time, given the circumstances in which they found themselves. They claim that none of these things described actually happened to the disciples on these preaching trips. But that is to make unwarrantable assumptions on the basis of our lack of knowledge, and by reading between the lines. We do not in fact know what problems the Apostles encountered on their journeys, and when we think of the stirring impact that their mission must have made (twelve effective wonder workers appearing among them, compare Luke 12:17) it must be considered quite possible, indeed probable, that some of them were dragged before synagogue courts, and even before Herod and local governors, and given a beating before they were then let go as a warning to them. So if we do want to read between the lines, it would seem reasonable to suggest that we should do so in terms of what is written in those lines. (We have nothing else to go by, and the Scriptures often describe commands and warnings while not describing how they were carried out and fulfilled, even though they were, e.g. Exodus 17:1-7).

And if some ask, why is it then not mentioned we have two replies. Firstly that the Gospels are concentrating on the presence and doings of Jesus Christ, and only cursorily mention the doings of Apostles, and secondly that, just as Matthew assumes that his readers will gather from these words that their mission actually was carried out (he does not actually say so), so he and the other evangelists may have assumed that their readers would recognise that these other things did also happen. We might also add that they were probably so used to it in their own ministries that they did not see it as anything unusual (note how James the leading Apostle could be martyred and it only be mentioned briefly so as to indicate an attack on the Apostles in Jerusalem. There was no interest in the actual martyrdom (Acts 12:2).

There is in fact nothing described in Jesus’ words, apart from His own firm demands on them, that would not be reasonably anticipated by someone who was familiar with the Law and the Prophets. Consider for example:

The treatment that was to be meted out to those who were seen as false prophets (Deuteronomy 13:1-11), which was the same as that described here.

What had happened to the Old Testament prophets (e.g. 2 Chronicles 24:21; Jeremiah 18:18; Jeremiah 37:15).

The prophetic warnings about what was to happen in the future (Micah 7:6; Isaiah 66:5; Ezekiel 22:7; Zechariah 7:10-12; Zechariah 13:7-9).

And we must ever remember Jesus’ deliberate tendency to exaggerate in order to bring home His point. We have only to consider the Sermon on the Mount to recognise the vividly exaggerated way in which He would lay out His case so as to prepare them for the worst (e.g. Matthew 5:22-26; Matthew 5:29-30). The One Who could give such warnings in such vivid terms would be likely to do the same here. And that is what we find. (Rhetoric must not always be take literally. It is intended to spur men on. Despite Churchill none of us ever fought the enemy on the beaches of the UK). But there is no reason to doubt that the persecution and family problems that He describes did actually happen and would go on happening, as they still do to some today. Families would treat converts to Jesus as ‘dead’ to the family, and there may well have been some cases of actual death. The fact that the Gospel writers saw them as simply a necessary part of their testimony, and therefore as not worth mentioning, should not make us say that they did not happen. For in the light of the way the Old Testament prophets were treated, what Jesus describes had to be anticipated. And this would especially be so given the fact that their erstwhile fellow missionary John was lying in prison, something almost totally ignored by the Gospels, and that the reputation of the Herod family for the arrogant treatment of their subjects was well known. We must therefore emphasise that there is nothing in Jesus’ words, (once toned down in order to take into account the deliberate exaggeration, and rhetoric), which could not have been their present experience, as we shall see further as we consider the text. The disciples had to expect the worst.

For Jesus would not have been fair to His disciples if He had not warned them of the dangers that lay ahead in these terms. They were the new prophetic men who were taking on the mantle of the prophets, and He must have expected them to be persecuted as the prophets had been (Matthew 5:11, compare Matthew 23:34-35). And this was especially so in view of His own words already on record from an early stage that He Himself expected a ‘taking away’ of Himself that would give His disciples reason for mourning (Matthew 9:15). Thus He clearly already had a dark foreboding about the future. And besides He had Himself already experienced what close neighbours could do at Nazareth when they objected to the truth (Luke 4:29), and how volatile the people could be. Had He not been Who He was He might well already be dead. And He already knew of the fervency of the feelings of the Pharisees against Him (Matthew 9:34). The Galileans were a fanatical people, and easily stirred in religious matters. Thus He would have had to be very shortsighted not to expect some kind of violent opposition from both the authorities and the people when His Apostles went out, especially as some of the Apostles might quite easily trespass on parts of Galilee where Gentile influence was more pervasive, in their aim to reach all Jews, even possibly causing a stir in Jewish parts of cities like Tiberias (which was mainly occupied by Gentiles), and may well in their enthusiasm not have been guarded in their words. In fact His aim to limit their preaching to Jews may well have had as one reason behind it His reserve against their reaching out further until they were better trained, on the grounds of what might be the consequences from the point of view of the reaction of the authorities, which might be too much for them at the present time, and that even though He was quite clear in His own mind that God had a welcome for Gentiles (Matthew 8:10-13; Matthew 8:28-34; Luke 4:24-27). For in view of the fact that He had already arranged for some Gentiles to hear the truth about Him (Mark 5:19-20; compare also John 4:4-42), even though in a way to which none could not object, we do need to have some explanation of why His concentration was so wholly on the lost sheep of the house of Israel. For we must remember that His early life had been sustained by gifts from Gentiles (Matthew 2:11).

Once examined the whole passage is in fact seen to be a basic unity, being put together in the form of a chiasmus, the second half reflecting the first in reverse order, whilst also expanding on the thoughts contained in it.

Analysis of Matthew 9:35 to Matthew 11:1.
a Jesus goes through all their towns preaching the Good News of the Kingly Rule of Heaven and healing disease and sickness, but when He saw the crowds, He was moved with compassion for them, because they were distressed and scattered, as sheep not having a shepherd (Matthew 9:35-36).

b Then He says to His disciples, “The harvest indeed is plenteous, but the labourers are few. Pray you therefore the Lord of the harvest, that He send forth labourers into His harvest”. And He called to Him His twelve disciples, and gave them authority over unclean spirits, to cast them out, and to heal all manner of disease and all manner of sickness. Now the names of the twelve apostles are these: The first, Simon, who is called Peter, and Andrew his brother; James the son of Zebedee, and John his brother; Philip, and Bartholomew; Thomas and Matthew the public servant; James the son of Alphaeus, and Thaddaeus; Simon the Cananaean, and Judas Iscariot, who also betrayed Him (Matthew 9:37 to Matthew 10:4)

c These twelve Jesus sent forth, and charged them, saying, “Go not into any way of the Gentiles, and enter not into any city of the Samaritans, but go rather to the lost sheep of the house of Israel. And as you go, preach, saying, The kingly rule of heaven is at hand. Heal the sick, raise the dead, cleanse the lepers, cast out demons. Freely you received, freely give” (Matthew 10:5-8).

d Get you no gold, nor silver, nor copper in your purses; no food wallet for your journey; neither two coats, nor shoes, nor staff. For the labourer is worthy of his food” (Matthew 10:9-10).

e “And into whatever city or village you shall enter, search out who in it is worthy, and there stay until you go forth. And as you enter into the house, salute it. And if the house is worthy, let your peace come on it, but if it is not worthy, let your peace return to you” (Matthew 10:11-13)

f “And whoever will not receive you, nor hear your words, as you go forth out of that house or that city, shake off the dust of your feet, truly I say to you, It will be more tolerable for the land of Sodom and Gomorrah in the day of judgment, than for that city” (Matthew 10:14-15)

g “Behold, I send you forth as sheep in the midst of wolves, be you therefore wise as serpents, and harmless as doves” (Matthew 10:16).

h “But beware of men, for they will deliver you up to councils, and in their synagogues they will scourge you, yes and you will be brought before governors and kings for My sake, for a testimony to them and to the Gentiles” (Matthew 10:17-18).

i “But when they deliver you up, do not be anxious how or what you shall speak, for it will be given you in that hour what you shall speak, for it is not you who speak, but the Spirit of your Father who speaks in you” (Matthew 10:19-20).

j “And brother will deliver up brother to death, and the father his child, and children will rise up against parents, and cause them to be put to death. And you will be hated of all men for My name’s sake. But he who endures to the end, the same will be saved” (Matthew 10:21-22).

k “But when they persecute you in this city, flee into the next, for truly I say to you, You will not have gone through the cities of Israel, till the Son of man be come (Matthew 10:23).

j “A disciple is not above his teacher, nor a servant above his lord. It is enough for the disciple that he be as his teacher, and the servant as his lord. If they have called the master of the house Beelzebub, how much more those of his household!” (Matthew 10:24-25).

i “Do not be afraid of them therefore, for there is nothing covered, that will not be revealed, and hid, that will not be known. What I tell you in the darkness, speak you in the light, and what you hear in the ear, proclaim upon the housetops” (Matthew 10:26-27).

h “And do not be afraid of those who kill the body, but are not able to kill the soul, but rather fear Him who is able to destroy both soul and body in hell” (Matthew 10:28).

g “Are not two sparrows sold for a penny? And not one of them will fall on the ground without your Father, but the very hairs of your head are all numbered. Do not be afraid therefore, you are of more value than many sparrows” (Matthew 10:29-31).

f “Every one therefore who shall confess Me before men, him will I also confess before my Father who is in heaven, but whoever shall deny Me before men, him will I also deny before My Father who is in heaven” (Matthew 10:32-33).

e “Do not think that I came to send peace on the earth. I came not to send peace, but a sword. For I came to set a man at variance against his father, and the daughter against her mother, and the daughter in law against her mother in law, and a man’s foes will be those of his own household” (Matthew 10:34-36).

d “He who loves father or mother more than Me is not worthy of Me, and he who loves son or daughter more than Me is not worthy of Me, and he who does not take his cross and follow after Me, is not worthy of Me” (Matthew 10:37-38).

c He who finds his life will lose it, and he who loses his life for My sake will find it” (Matthew 10:39).

b “He who receives you receives Me, and he who receives Me receives Him who sent Me. He who receives a prophet in the name of a prophet will receive a prophet’s reward, and he who receives a righteous man in the name of a righteous man will receive a righteous man’s reward. And whoever will give to drink to one of these little ones a cup of cold water only, in the name of a disciple, truly I say to you he will in no wise lose his reward” (Matthew 10:40-42).

a And it came about that when Jesus had finished commanding his twelve disciples, He departed from there to teach and preach in their cities” (Matthew 11:1).

Note that in ‘a’ Jesus went all about their towns and saw the crowds that were thronging Him as being like sheep without a shepherd, and that in the parallel He goes out to preach and teaches in their towns. In ‘b’ He commissions His disciples for their preaching ministry and, calling them by name, gives them Kingly authority over evil spirits, death and disease, and in the parallel declares that because they go out in His Name their being received will be the same as if those who received them were receiving Him, and thus receiving Him Who sent Him. In ‘c’ they are to go to Israel freely giving of themselves, and in the parallel this is seen as losing their lives for His sake (compare Matthew 19:29). In ‘d’ they are to take no provisions with them because the labourer is worthy (axios) of his hire, and in the parallel such worthiness is spelled out. In ‘e’ they are to offer or withhold peace, and in the parallel He points out that for the majority His purpose is not to bring peace. In ‘f’ He warns of judgment on those who refuse their testimony, and in the parallel those who do not confess Him will not be confessed before His Father. In ‘g’ they are to go forth as sheep and to be as harmless as birds, and in the parallel they are treasured because they are more important than birds. In ‘h’ they will be brought before different types of court, and in the parallel they are not to be afraid of those who can kill the body but not the soul. In ‘i’ they are not to be anxious because the Spirit of their Father will speak in them, and in the parallel they are not to be afraid of men because Jesus Himself will tell them what to speak in the light and they will hear in their ear what they are to declare from the housetops. In ‘j’ households will be divided because of Him and they will be hated of all men for His Name’s sake, and in the parallel because men have called Him Beelzebub they will call them the same. And centrally in ‘k’ in the face of persecution they are to persevere with their ministry until He comes to them.

Verse 35
The Selection And Sending Out of The Apostles (9:35-10:8).
While the speech is clearly one whole, it is also divided up into smaller sections each of which forms a chiasmus. In this the first smaller section the Apostles are commissioned, given authority and named in the light of the needs of lost sheep of the house of Israel. This smaller section can be analysed as follows;

a Jesus goes throughout their towns preaching the Good News of the Kingly Rule of Heaven and (as the Servant - Matthew 8:17) healing the sick and diseased (Matthew 9:35).

b But when He saw the crowds, He was moved with compassion for them, because they were distressed and scattered, as sheep not having a shepherd (Matthew 9:36).

c Then says He to His disciples, “The harvest indeed is plenteous, but the labourers are few. Pray you therefore the Lord of the harvest, that He send forth labourers into His harvest” (Matthew 9:37-38).

d And He called to Him His twelve disciples, and gave them authority over unclean spirits, to cast them out, and to heal all manner of disease and all manner of sickness (Matthew 10:1).

c Now the names of the twelve apostles are these: The first, Simon, who is called Peter, and Andrew his brother; James the son of Zebedee, and John his brother; Philip, and Bartholomew; Thomas, and Matthew the public servant; James the son of Alphaeus, and Thaddaeus; Simon the Cananaean, and Judas Iscariot, who also betrayed him (Matthew 10:2-4).

b These twelve Jesus sent forth, and charged them, saying, “Go not into any way of the Gentiles, and enter not into any city of the Samaritans, but go rather to the lost sheep of the house of Israel (Matthew 10:5).

a “And as you go, preach, saying, The kingly rule of heaven is at hand. Heal the sick, raise the dead, cleanse the lepers, cast out demons. Freely you received, freely give” (Matthew 10:6-7).

Note here how in ‘a’ Jesus preaches the Good News of the Kingly Rule, and heals the sick and diseased, and in the parallel His disciples are commanded to do the same. In ‘b’ the crowds are like sheep without a shepherd, and in the parallel His disciples are to go only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel. In ‘c’ we have the ‘sending out’ commission, and in the parallel the names of the ‘sent out ones’ (Apostles). Central in ‘d’ is Jesus’ vital giving of His own authority to the Apostles.

Verse 35
‘And Jesus went continually about all the cities and the villages, teaching in their synagogues, and preaching the Good News of the Kingly Rule, and healing all manner of disease and all manner of sickness.’

This verse closes off the last section and opens this one. It describes a continuing ministry as the tense of the verb reveals. ‘All the cities and the villages’ indicates intention. There were too many for Him to reach them all immediately, as He would soon acknowledge (Matthew 10:23). The synagogues were the places where men and women went to worship and to study the Scriptures. While there was still a welcome for Him there they were a sensible focal point for Jesus. And the fact that He continued going to them indicates their continuing welcome. ‘Their synagogues’ reflects the fact that synagogues were locally owned. Each town had ‘its’ synagogue of which it was proud. But Matthew would in fact, as a public servant, have had little to do with synagogues. He would never have been welcomed there. (Thus he would never have been able to see them as ‘our synagogues, even when he entered them with Jesus. He would always be the least Jewish in emphasis among the Apostles because the Pharisees would never see him as acceptable. As far as they were concerned his conversion had not taken place in the right way, and it was to heretical ideas. To them he was still an outcast). The preaching of the Kingly Rule of Heaven together with the healing of ‘disease and sickness’ (almost certainly intended to reflect Matthew 8:17 and Isaiah’s prophecy, see on that verse) which demonstrated that that Kingly Rule had come, is now the constant theme (Matthew 4:17; Matthew 4:23; Matthew 10:1; Matthew 10:7-8). Indeed He will shortly emphasise that the ministry of John has been superseded because the Kingly Rule is now here (Matthew 11:11-13; Matthew 12:28).

Verse 36
‘But when he saw the crowds, he was moved with compassion for them, because they were distressed and scattered, as sheep not having a shepherd.’

The great crowds that gathered around Jesus had touched His heart. He was ‘moved with compassion’ towards them. The word for compassion used here is a word solely used of Jesus in the Gospels apart from when He uses it in His own parables. It is at the heart of the Kingly Rule of Heaven. For He saw these people as distressed and scattered, like sheep without a shepherd. This description of sheep without a shepherd is firmly based on the Old Testament (Numbers 27:17; 1 Kings 22:17; 1 Chronicles 18:16; Ezekiel 34:6; Ezekiel 34:12 compare Jeremiah 50:17). And the description of Israel as sheep is even more common (2 Samuel 24:17; 1 Chronicles 21:17; Psalms 23; Psalms 44:11; Psalms 44:22; Psalms 74:1; Psalms 78:52; Psalms 79:13; Psalms 95:7; Psalms 100:3; Psalms 119:176; Isaiah 53:6; Jeremiah 23:1; Jeremiah 50:6; Micah 2:12). Without a shepherd sheep are in a hopeless condition.

The scattering of sheep was a picture of the exile (Psalms 44:11; Jeremiah 50:17; Ezekiel 34:6; Ezekiel 34:12) and of persecution (Zechariah 13:7). Thus Jesus looked on these people as in their own kind of exile, an exile from which He had Himself come in order to deliver them (Matthew 2:15). A group of scattered sheep without a shepherd would soon have found themselves in great distress in Palestine, especially in the dry summers. Unlike goats they were not good at looking after themselves. And what with thorn bushes, and predators, and scavenging dogs, and a disinclination to forage, and shortage of water, their situation if left to themselves would be desperate. In a similar way that was how Jesus saw these people, as scattered and distressed sheep, because their shepherds had failed them. It was because of their spiritual hunger and thirst that they had flocked to John and were now flocking to Him.

‘Distressed and scattered.’ Various alternative translations have been suggested, ‘worried and helpless’, ‘harassed and helpless’, ‘distressed and downcast’, ‘harassed and dejected’, ‘bullied and unable to escape’, ‘mishandled and lying helpless’, partly depending on whether we are thinking primarily of the sheep, or of the people that they represent. But in the end they are all saying the same thing.

Verse 37-38
Then says he to his disciples, “The harvest indeed is plenteous, but the labourers are few. Pray you therefore the Lord of the harvest, that he send forth labourers into his harvest.” ’

Jesus saw the people who came to hear Him, or who wished to come to hear Him, as a harvest to be gathered in (compare John 4:35-36). In His view many of them were there just waiting for someone to come and harvest them in, and it was for that that He was training His disciples. And that was the vision that He wanted to give to them. In Matthew, as we have already seen, the harvest points to the gathering in of the good wheat to God’s barn (Matthew 3:12). The Pharisees may have seen the people as chaff to be burned, but Jesus saw them as wheat to be harvested (see Matthew 3:12 where both are depicted as the Coming One’s task). But whereas John had depicted this as an ‘end time’ event because he held the same mistaken views as the disciples and everyone else in Judaism who were waiting for the ‘consolation of Israel’, Jesus makes clear that it is a process that is to begin now and is to continue as more and more labourers are sent out into the harvest fields. The ‘last days’ were here, but they were to be a continuing process as more and more harvest is gathered in. Nevertheless, as He will make clear later, that harvest time will in the end also result in judgment on the unrighteous, on those whose lives are more like weeds (Matthew 13:30; Matthew 13:39-42). The ‘Lord of the harvest’ here is clearly God as representing the owner of the fields being harvested. It is His ‘field’ that is being harvested. Jesus is the Harvester, and the disciples are to assist Him in the harvesting.

These actual words appear to reflect a standard procedure followed by Jesus when He was commissioning His disciples for ministry (compare Luke 10:2 before He sends out the seventy which is almost the same). It is apparent that these words were spoken to all the disciples indicating that they were to gather to pray, and then when they had done so, those appointed would be sent out. But all would as a result feel that they had a part in the mission. Compare how He also uses similar words prior to sending out the seventy, once the number of trained disciples has grown (Luke 10:2; see also Acts 13:2).

By this time of prayer He joins all His disciples with Him in what is happening, and brings home to all of them the greatness of the waiting harvest (compare John 4:35-36), and the fewness of those who genuinely labour to gather it in. So all the disciples are made to be involved in the sending out of their fellow-workers, although it is very much with a view to themselves also one day being a part of it.

And as those who are sent go out they also must carry a burden on their hearts that others might join them in the task. So that even as they go they too are to pray that God will send out even more into the harvest field. Here we have a clear reminder that Jesus is building up to the future. He is preparing all His disciples for what lies ahead, and seeking to establish a multiplying effect. But He knows that as yet not all are ready to go, and He will initially therefore commence with a small band of twelve. The number indicates His intention. They are to go out to the ‘twelve tribes of Israel’ (Matthew 19:28), that is, initially to the Jews. Of course, the ‘twelve tribes of Israel’ was even then just a picturesque conception. Apart from a few who clung to their identity with them, many of the tribes had almost disappeared. Not many traced their ancestry to the Northern tribes. What being a member of ‘the twelve tribes’ really signified was a claim to be the seed promised to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, as defined in Old Testament terms. But what that meant in reality was all who had entered within the covenant, whether by birth or choice, for the idea that all were descended from Abraham was but a myth. Few could prove that descent (Jesus was One Who could - Matthew 1:1-17). They were descended not from Abraham, but from members of Abraham’s family tribe; from the mixed multitude (Exodus 12:38) who had become a part of Israel at Sinai; and from those who had later attached themselves to Israel in accordance with Exodus 12:48-49. They were really a conglomerate nation. But all saw themselves as the seed of Abraham.

And now the same ‘twelve tribes’ (the future seed of Abraham) are to come under the authority of the Apostles (Matthew 19:28). And only those who enter under the Kingly Rule of Heaven will thus be members of the new ‘twelve tribes’. They will be the new nation which replaces the old (Matthew 21:43). Those who reject Him will be cast off (see e.g. John 15:1-6; Romans 9-11). Their dust will be shaken off the feet of the disciples (Matthew 10:14). And from the old will arise a purified nation. It is only later that the disciples will discover that God’s notion of the twelve tribes, while seeming smaller, is in fact larger than theirs (James 1:1; 1 Peter 1:1), and that the seed of Abraham will be increased by Gentiles becoming His seed by faith (Galatians 3:29), although even that is still founded on this idea. But at this stage the disciples would have seen it as signifying mainly that the Jews who responded to Jesus, along with a few proselytes, would form the ‘twelve tribes of Israel’, the true seed o Abraham.

So here for the first time through this exhortation to pray that we find in Matthew 9:37-38 He brings the many into cooperating in the sending out of the few. They had already been taught to pray, ‘May Your Name be hallowed, may your Kingly Rule come, may your will be done’, now they were to pray for the sending forth of labourers in order to accomplish that very purpose. So He is already building up the sense of community and fellowship among His disciples. This is no longer simply a matter of teaching and stirring men and women so as to send them back to their farms and their occupations to carry on with their lives as usual and await the Coming One, as John had done. It is the implanting of a new vision. It is the commencement of a great new mission. For as He has demonstrated, now that the Coming One is here, things can never be the same again.

At first in Acts this vision of going out into the harvest field will be partly lost sight of. It will soon be apparent there that the Apostles were quite ready to settle in Jerusalem and enjoy their great success, thinking that they were doing what He had asked, (like us they were ever foolish and slow to act). But then God would step in and thrust them out from there and make them go elsewhere, we know not where. (But He knew). For the last we know of them is in Acts 15, and in a few letters. But it would be a mistake to think that they just disappeared. They went out effectively sowing the seed of the word of God. And under that sowing grew up a healthy young church, the new Israel. And we know that Papias (early second century AD) knew many who had known the Apostles, and demonstrated that their words were still revered. Indeed for the first fifty years after the death of Jesus they were the living prime sources of His words. But because all the attention was rightly on Christ (the hugeness of the idea of His coming blacked out everything else) and not on them, their doings were not seen as important except in so far as it indicated His pre-eminence. And had it not been for Acts, which demonstrated how the Kingly Rule of God reached Rome, and Paul’s letters, we would have known almost nothing about these intervening years, and the huge work that the Apostles accomplished. But that is something that is rather revealed by its product, the early church. However, quite rightly, in their eyes Jesus had to increase, and they decrease.

Jesus also wisely knew that by teaching the Apostles to pray like this He would ensure the continual renewing of their own impetus. For once their initial enthusiasm had died down, or once the numbers who had to be reached began to get on top of them, this would be the incentive that would keep them going, and the prayer to which they could turn in order to deal with their concerns. We too are to have the same burden. And as we pray we will similarly find ourselves thrust out to play our part in the harvest field. This picture of the harvest will soon play a great part in His parables (chapter 13).

10 Chapter 10 

Verse 1
‘And he called to him his twelve disciples, and gave them authority over unclean spirits, to cast them out, and to heal all manner of disease and all manner of sickness.’

It is apparent that the twelve had already been appointed by this stage. This was a sign of the future that Jesus saw as ahead. Unlike the other prophets He would not just come and go, to be replaced by another. Some of the prophets did establish groups of disciples (e.g. 1 Kings 20:35; 2 Kings 2:3; 2 Kings 2:5; 2 Kings 2:7; 2 Kings 2:15; 2 Kings 4:38; 2 Kings 6:1; Isaiah 8:16), but there is no thought of their sending them out on a permanent mission which was to continue to expand. They would establish the teaching of their masters. But they would not propagate his name. In contrast Jesus was the fountainhead from which all would flow. It was His Name that they were to take out (Matthew 5:11; Matthew 7:22).

Nor did any prophet pass on authority and power like this. Moses spirit came on the seventy while he still lived (Numbers 11:17; Numbers 11:25), and on Joshua at Moses’ death (Deuteronomy 34:9), Elijah’s spirit came on Elisha at Elijah’s death (2 Kings 2:10-11; 2 Kings 2:15), but in no case was it of their own doing, and God’s control over the situation was made quite clear in all cases. Here, however Jesus took it upon Himself. He was His own divine authority. And He sent them out in His Name, and dispensed His own divine power.

He gave them authority to cast out ‘unclean spirits’ and to heal sickness and disease. This was a specific imparting of power, not just of wisdom. His power was to be channelled through them as He worked through them at a distance. They would thus be fully representing Jesus in authority and power. And theirs would now be the privilege of bringing about the healings on behalf of those for whom He was to suffer (Matthew 8:17). And as Matthew 4:23; Matthew 9:35; Matthew 10:7 make clear this was all connected with the proclamation of the Good News of the Kingly Rule of Heaven. By this His rule was now being manifested on earth, and would be in time to all nations (Matthew 24:14; see Psalms 22:28) and that had to include the expulsion of all that was unclean, especially unclean spirits, and also the restoration of wellbeing and wholeness among men. This would demonstrate that the Kingly Rule of Heaven was here! They had to go out and proclaim, “Your God reigns” (Isaiah 52:7; compare Psalms 22:28; Psalms 103:19 - especially in LXX) and call men in submission to Him. Contrary to what most commentators say, Isaiah 52:11-12 probably has this situation in mind (see our commentary on Isaiah). They would go out from Jerusalem (Isaiah 2:1-4) bearing ‘the vessels of the Lord’, that is the holy things of God.

‘Unclean spirits’. Usually elsewhere in Matthew this is ‘demons’, but compare Matthew 12:43. This description is found ten times in Mark, five times in Luke and twice in Acts. It contrasts these demons with the Holy Spirit, and possibly with God’s ‘ministering spirits’, the good angels. As ‘unclean’ they have no access to God. It may also be an indication of their sinfulness, which is what in fact would prevent their access to God.

Verses 2-4
‘Now the names of the twelve apostles are these: The first, Simon, who is called Peter, and Andrew his brother; and James the son of Zebedee, and John his brother; Philip, and Bartholomew; Thomas, and Matthew the public servant; James the son of Alphaeus, and Thaddaeus; Simon the Cananaean, and Judas Iscariot, who also betrayed him.’

In Matthew 9:37-38 the prayer of all the disciples had to be for the sending out of labourers into the harvest, but such prayer is always dangerous. For the one who prays in this way very soon finds himself involved. Thus we are now given the names of the first to be ‘sent out’, the twelve Apostles (apostoloi - sent out ones). It is clear from this that Jesus has already chosen out twelve whom He sees as ready for the task. They are a mixed bunch but mainly, if not all, Galileans.

They include among them at least four fishermen, an ex-public servant and a fervent nationalist, a ‘Cananaean’ (a ‘zealous one’, even more fervent than the general run of nationalists). But even in naming them the dark shadow that lies ahead is brought out. Among them was one who would one day betray Him.

It is tempting to see these pairings as indicating the twosomes (Mark 6:7) in which they would first go out, although later these may have varied (compare the pairing of Peter and John in Acts). It is possible that of all the Gospel writers, apart from John, Matthew was the only one who knew of the initial pairings. Mark places Andrew after John and James, rather than after Peter, and places Matthew before Thomas. Otherwise his list is the same. We may have in this a small pointer to Matthew’s connection with the writing of this Gospel, especially as only here is it mentioned in the lists that he was a public servant (Luke also places Matthew before Thomas). In his humility he here places his companion first. Luke’s list is not too different. He follows Matthew’s order for the first six, switches Thomas and Matthew, and puts ‘Simon the Zealot’ with James the son of Alphaeus, and Judas the son of James (Thaddaeus, Lebbaeus) with Judas Iscariot, possibly to bring the two named Judas together (the contrast of the good and the bad). Judas the son of Alphaeus probably changed his name to Thaddaeus after the other Judas had brought shame on the name, although it may have been when he was first converted, a new beginning requiring a new name. It should, however, be noted that there are some manuscript differences with regard to a few of these later names, although not important ones.

‘Apostles’. The significance of this term is an official appointee and representative who has been sent out to perform a function. The function of these Apostles will now be described. It is to proclaim the Kingly Rule of Heaven, to cast out evil spirits and to heal the sick and diseased, demonstrating the presence of God’s Kingly Rule among them.

‘The first, Peter.’ This may simply indicate that he is first mentioned, but in view of the fact that he always comes first in the lists of Apostles, and certainly takes the lead in Acts, we may see it as indicating more than that. But in view of the way in which the working together of the twelve as a whole is emphasised in Acts, it must be seen as meaning ‘first among equals’, a situation partly resulting from his impetuous nature and the special confidence that Jesus had placed in Peter, James and John in the cases of Jairus’ daughter, the Transfiguration and the Garden of Gethsemane. ‘First among equals’ was a phrase which would centuries later become important when the church had to withstand the exaggerated claims of a much later Bishop of Rome. It was the attitude of these later Bishops of Rome, as they would seek to gain pre-eminence contrary to all that Jesus had taught, that would cause the division in the church that still exists today.

The suggestion that the twelve divide into three fours headed by Peter, Philip and James the son of Alphaeus has little merit. There is certainly no evidence for it elsewhere, and it would seem surprising if at least one out of James and John, who were selected out with Peter by Jesus for special duties, should not have held a position of leadership if such a division was to be made. On the other hand divisions into two are witnessed to by Mark. After Acts 15 all the Apostles disappear from history, including Peter apart from his letters, although later references which put him on a parallel with Paul in the eyes of the Roman church as a martyr, may point to him as having visited Rome. There is, however, no solid evidence that he did so. On the other hand it must seem probable. Impetuous Peter would surely want to see the church which existed at the centre of the Roman Empire. But in those days there was no such thing as a sole bishop of Rome, or even a pre-eminent one. The Roman church had a number of bishops of equal standing. Thus to speak of Peter as ever having been ‘the Bishop of Rome’ is unhistorical, although along with Paul he might well have been made temporarily one of the bishops of the church if he was ever in Rome for a period of time. But it is nowhere stressed until centuries had passed. It was certainly never anything that he could pass on.

However, in considering this question of the Apostles we must recognise that Jesus chose these men for the qualities that He saw in them, and that in the first part of Acts they are seen as ministering powerfully. And we must remember that apart from Acts we know nothing about the early church at all, thus it is totally unreasonable to judge them from silence. Certainly in the first part of Acts they played a full part, including incidentally Matthias. (See our commentary on Acts).

Verse 5-6
‘These twelve Jesus sent forth, and charged them, saying, “Go not into any way of the Gentiles, and enter not into any city of the Samaritans, but go rather to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.”

Jesus now sent out the twelve, and His instructions were that they were not to take roads that led into purely Gentile territory, nor enter cities of the Samaritans, but were to go to ‘the lost sheep of the house of Israel’. In the chiasmus these last are paralleled with Matthew 9:36. These were to be the sole object of Jesus’ interest from now on until His intentions were changed by meeting a Canaanite woman who sought His assistance for her daughter (Matthew 15:24, see context).

Note the typical thesis and antithesis as found in the Sermon on the Mount. ‘Do not go to the Gentiles and the Samaritans, but go to the lost sheep of the house of Israel’. There was in fact no likelihood of the disciples going to either the Gentiles or the Samaritans (in Acts they were reluctant to go to them even after they had been specifically commanded to do so). That is only stated in order to bring out the positive emphasis on who they were to reach. Compare Matthew 5:17, ‘not to destroy, but to fulfil’. Matthew 6:19, ‘do not lay up treasure on earth -- lay up treasure in Heaven’.

These words were not intended to indicate that no Gentile or Samaritan who came for healing or to hear their message must be helped. There were many Gentiles in and around Galilee, and where they came with the crowds to hear the teaching of the disciples they would be welcomed, as had always been the case in Jesus’ ministry. But reaching out to them specifically would be quite another thing . That was not at this stage to be the aim of the disciples who were rather to go to places where they would expect to find the lost sheep of the house of Israel. We must, however, be quite clear who ‘the lost sheep of the house of Israel’ were. They were not the whole of Israel without exception. Jesus is quite clear on the fact that many Jews will refuse to listen to them and will turn them away. In their case the disciples must shake the dust off their feet and go elsewhere. They were not to go to them. They were not to cast their pearls before swine (Matthew 7:6). But others would welcome them with open hearts, because of their sense of need, and their desire to know God. It was to them that they must go.

Indeed who the lost sheep of the house of Israel were has already been explained in Matthew 9:36. They were the large crowds who were tending to follow Him because their hearts were unsatisfied and the Jewish leadership had failed them. There were many like them waiting in the towns and cities longing for a way of salvation. But there were also many Israelites in some of those towns and cities who were not ‘lost sheep of the house of Israel’ (Matthew 10:14-15). It is true that theologically they were lost, and that they were Israelites, (although now to be rejected Israelites), but their hearts were closed towards Him. They were quite happy with their shepherds, and did not know that they were lost. They did not think of themselves as lost. And when His messengers arrived they would refuse to give them a hearing. Thus the disciples were told not to go to them but were rather to shake their dust off their feet, a sign that in God’s eyes they were not true members of Israel, they were not the ‘lost sheep of the house of Israel’. In contrast the lost sheep of the house of Israel were those whose hearts were open to receiving the disciples and hearing their message. Jesus could have said with Paul, ‘They are not all Israel who are Israel’ (Romans 9:6).

It is the condition of these ‘lost sheep of the house of Israel’ which has aroused His compassion (Matthew 9:36), and He therefore considers that it is they who must be given the first opportunity to hear the Good News of the Kingly Rule of God. It is to be ‘to the Jew first’ (Romans 1:16), and especially those whose hearts God had opened. However, we must stress again that this is not just a way of speaking of all Israel. The identity of the lost sheep is defined in Matthew 9:36, ‘He was moved with compassion for them (the crowds) because they were distressed and scattered, as sheep not having a shepherd’, and this was while He was going ‘about all their towns and villages’. So ‘the lost sheep of the house of Israel’ does not refer to all Israel, but to those within the towns and villages of Israel who were bewildered and astray, and without a shepherd. This is confirmed in Jeremiah 50:6. ‘My people have been lost sheep, their shepherds have caused them to go astray, they have turned them away on the mountains; they have gone from mountain to hill, they have forgotten their resting place.’ We should note that here in Jeremiah the clear distinction is made between the false leaders of the people (the king, and the princes, and the prophets, and the priests, and the judges, and the teachers of Israel, and those who followed them - see Isaiah 3:14-15; Isaiah 10:1; Hosea 4:5-6; Hosea 5:1) and the ‘lost sheep’ who sense their emptiness of soul and are waiting and longing for God, and are separate from the others. The same distinction is found in Matthew.

On this basis the ‘lost sheep of the house of Israel’ are those who are not confident in themselves. They sense that they have been led astray by their teachers. But in their seeking, they do not know where to turn. That is why they are looking to the new Prophet. An example of one such is found in Psalms 119:176 where the idea in context is of one who is seeking God’s salvation (Psalms 119:174), and who cries, ‘I have gone astray like a lost sheep’, and he calls on God to ‘seek your servant, for I do not forget your commandments.’ The Psalmist is lost and bewildered but his heart is reaching out to God, and there is that within him which clings to God’s commandments. He is one of God’s lost sheep. It is of these lost sheep that Isaiah in Isaiah 53:6 also declares, of those who hear his report, ‘all we like sheep have gone astray, we have turned everyone into our own way’ (Isaiah 53:6), and there the solution is found in the Lord laying on the Shepherd Servant the iniquity of ‘us all’. These are the ‘many’ for whom He will offer Himself (Matthew 20:28; Isaiah 53:11-12). It should be noted in this regard that this passage in Matthew 10:5-6 is found very much in the heart of the ‘that it might be fulfilled which was spokenby (through) Isaiah the prophet’ section, where all Matthew’s direct citations are from Isaiah. It is sandwiched between Matthew 8:17 which cites Isaiah 53:4; and Matthew 12:17 which cites Isaiah 42:1-4; and we can also compare Matthew 3:3; Matthew 4:15; Matthew 13:14; Matthew 15:7 and see Matthew 20:28). Isaiah was thus at this stage very much in mind in Matthew’s penning of this section. This confirms that the connection of the phrase ‘the lost sheep of the house of Israel’ with Isaiah 53:6 must be seen as very relevant, following, as it does in Matthew, a citation of Isaiah 53:4. Already therefore in mind is the Servant Who will give His life a ransom for many (Matthew 20:28).

So this confirms that ‘the lost sheep of the house of Israel’ who must first be sought are those in Israel who feel that they are shepherdless, whose hearts have not forgotten His commandments, and who are waiting to be found. They are the kind who flocked to John the Baptiser, and are now flocking to Jesus. They are not satisfied with the spiritual guidance that they are receiving. They are looking for something else. So this is not an indication that Jesus is restricting His ministry to ‘the Jews’ as such. It is an indication that He sees in these people, who are among the Jews and whose hearts are open, the nucleus of His new Israel which will arise out of the old, and is intending to concentrate on them for the time being. On the other hand this does not indicate a ‘spiritual Israel’, as though there could be two Israels. It is rather a replacement Israel (Matthew 21:43), the establishment of the true Israel as spoken of by the prophets (Isaiah 6:13; Isaiah 44:1-5; Isaiah 48:10; Jeremiah 31:31-34; Hosea 1:9-10; Zechariah 13:8-9). Jesus is saying that the true Israel will now be formed of those who have responded to Jesus the Christ. For it is Jesus Who represents in Himself the true Israel. He is the One Who has come out of Egypt (Matthew 2:15). He is the true Vine (John 15:1-6). Unbelievers in the old Israel will be ‘cut off’, they will be burned as useless branches (which is expressed here in Matthew by the shaking from the disciples’ feet of their dust), while Gentiles, like the centurion in chapter 8, (and later many others) will be able to be grafted in, a process which will go on until the whole of true Israel are saved. (See Romans 9-11, and our article on ‘Is the church Israel?’).

This was actually the idea also in the Old Testament. There it was those who were true to the covenant who were in the end the true Israel. Those who sinned in the wilderness were excluded from the land. Israel as a whole, apart from the few, would become ‘not my people’ (Hosea 1:9). That was why Jeremiah spoke of a new covenant which would seize the hearts of men making them His people (Jeremiah 31:31-36; Hebrews 8:8-13). And now that is happening and this new and true Israel will be founded on the Apostles (Matthew 16:18; Ephesians 2:11-22).

Verse 7
“And as you go, preach, saying, ‘The Kingly Rule of Heaven is at hand’.”

And as they go out the twelve are to preach ‘The Kingly Rule of Heaven is at hand’. But while the words are the same, this is not the same message as that of John. For John was looking ahead to a Kingly Rule that was about to break in, but was still in the future, a Kingly Rule that would arrive in the coming of the Coming One for Whom he was preparing the way. But these are proclaiming that the Coming One is now here, and that men can now enter under the Kingly Rule of Heaven by responding to the One Who Has Come. The Kingly Rule of Heaven is at hand, and if they respond it can be theirs. For to enter under the Kingly Rule of Heaven is to come into the position of submission to the King, Whom God has proclaimed both at His birth (Matthew 1:23; Matthew 2:2), and after His baptism (Matthew 3:17), Who is manifesting that Kingly Rule by His power over evil spirits (Matthew 12:28) and Who is now establishing His Kingly Rule prior to being enthroned in Heaven (Acts 2:36). This was how kings were established in those days. First they were acclaimed, then they established their position, often by force, and then when they were finally recognised by sufficient people they were enthroned. In the same way Jesus has been acclaimed and is now establishing His position preparatory to His enthronement (Matthew 28:18).

We have already been told how to enter the Kingly Rule of Heaven. It is not just by saying, ‘Lord, Lord’. That is, of course necessary, but equally necessary is it to recognise that this then involves a commitment to do, and a genuineness in doing, the will of His Father Who is in Heaven (Matthew 7:21). To acknowledge His Kingly Rule and not to obey His will is a contradiction in terms. Thus in the Day that is coming the question will be whether they were ‘known’ (acknowledged personally as His) by the King, something revealed by whether they had heard His words and done them (Matthew 7:22-27).

Verse 8
“Heal sick people, raise dead people, cleanse lepers, cast out demons. Freely you received, freely give.”

And the evidence that the Kingly Rule of Heaven is here is found not only in the establishing of His renewed Law (Matthew 10:5-7), but in the establishing of the well-being of His people and the casting out of the foes of the Kingly Rule (Matthew 4:23; Matthew 9:35; Matthew 11:5). Thus His followers are themselves also to fulfil the Messianic signs (Matthew 11:5; compare chapters 8-9). Just as He is doing, they are to heal sick people, raise dead people, cleanse lepers, and cast out demons, this last being specifically stated later to be conclusive evidence that the Kingly Rule of God has come (Matthew 12:28). In fact no incident of a leper being healed by a disciple is known, and raisings from the dead were few (Acts 9:40-41; Acts 20:9-11), which the more confirms that this was what Jesus actually said. But by reproducing the miracles of Elijah and Elisha (1 Kings 17:17-24; 2 Kings 5:1-19) in greater measure they would make it clear that the Kingly Rule of Heaven was here.

Note the lack of article on the nouns. These are to be the by-products of their preaching, in the same way as they are with Jesus. Central is the proclamation of the Kingly Rule of Heaven. It is to establish the Kingly Rule of Heaven that Jesus has been sent (Mark 1:38). The other results will follow as and when people seek them. It will be observed that they follow the pattern of Matthew 11:5, with blindness, lameness and deafness all being included within ‘being sick’, while the healing of lepers and the raising of the dead are clearly to be recognised as specific Messianic signs.

‘Freely you received, freely give.’ Many preachers charged for their services, as no doubt did many wonder-workers and healers, although the Rabbis were forbidden to do so. Thus Jesus may here be telling His disciples that they must offer their services freely for no payment, as the Rabbis were supposed to do. But it is more probable that what He is really saying is that having freely received all the benefits of God’s goodness, they should pass them on in abundance, without stint. They were to show the generosity of spirit which should be the mark of the servant of God (Matthew 5:44-48), especially in offering God to men and women.

Verse 9-10
“Do not procure for yourselves gold, or silver, or copper in your money belts; no food wallet for your journey; neither two tunics, nor shoes, nor staff. For the labourer is worthy of his provision.”

The first point that Jesus makes is that they are not to provision themselves out beyond the bare necessities that they are used to, nor build up provisions for themselves, either on their starting out or while on their journey. They must rather continually go forward trusting their heavenly Father for all provision (Matthew 6:19-34), humbly accepting what He gives them without taking wrongful advantage of it. They were not to look for luxuries. and only accept the minimum necessary. One purpose of this was in order to keep them spiritually dependent and humble. It would be very necessary. The new power that they had received could easily have gone to their heads and might even have encouraged greed, as grateful people loaded gifts on them.

‘Do not procure for yourselves gold, or silver, or copper in your money belts.’ Thus they were not to take with them a store of money on their journey, whether of large or small amounts, or accept it from well-wishers, nor were they to accumulate it on their travels. By this it would be seen that they were genuine and prophetic men, and they would also be saved from greed and covetousness.

‘No food wallet for your journey.’ They were not to take a food wallet for self-sustenance, either at the beginning of their journey, or as they moved on from one city to another. For they were to depend on their heavenly Father for His provision and were to become one with the people among whom they ministered. They were not to be ‘independent’. By this there would be a bond between themselves and those who welcomed them, and they would be able to discern between the places where they were welcome and the places where they were not.

‘Neither two tunics.’ Nor were they to provide themselves with two tunics, or accept gifts with that in mind. Having two tunics might well have been seen as a sign of those who were better off, but even if not it would indicate a lack of total trust. It may suggest that by providing a ‘spare’, which most might have seen as normal, they would be reflecting their independence. But that was what they should not be. They were not to be independent. If a need did arise in this regard they were to be totally dependent on the provision of their Father (Matthew 6:30). Or the idea may be that men wore two tunics when they thought that they would be sleeping in the open. By not doing so they would be demonstrating their trust that God would always provide them with overnight accommodation.

‘Nor shoes.’ They were not to take extra shoes, over and above the sandals that they wore (compare Luke 10:4; that they were to wear at least sandals is suggested by the fact that they were to ‘shake the dust off their feet’ which assumes footwear). Or it may be that the ‘two’ applied to the shoes as well.

‘Nor staff.’ They were not to procure a staff for themselves. The point here is that they were not to arm themselves, but were to depend for their safety on their heavenly Father. On the other hand those who normally carried a staff for getting along were not required to dispense with it (that is probably the significance of Mark 6:8. It is quite likely that as Jesus spoke questions were asked and discussion followed).

‘For the labourer is worthy of his provision.’ And the reason for all this was that they could expect such things as they needed to be provided by those who welcomed them, as they needed them, because of their faithfulness in their labours and the care of their heavenly Father. They could accept such provision, for it was in line with what they were providing, while excess would not have been acceptable because it would be more than a prophetic man should expect.

There was good sense in all this. It would demonstrate whether they were really welcome (hospitality was considered important by the Jews, especially for teachers, and there were few inns. Thus if they were themselves wanted by the people such things would be provided for them). They would not shame the poor by having more than they had (they were taking Good News to the poor - Isaiah 61:1). They would demonstrate their willingness to live at the same level as those who received them. They would not be tempted from their goal by extraneous things. And they would not be a target for bandits, who seeing their defencelessness and poverty would leave them alone. Bandits would recognise that no man who was carrying money would be without a means of protecting it, thus lack of a stout staff would suggest no money. Furthermore in all this they would be constantly relying on God for both food and protection, something that could only contribute to their spiritual welfare. Included also may have been the idea of not delaying their activities for selfish reasons, and of not being weighed down by ‘other things’ (compare Mark 4:19).

So the point was that they were to go as they were, without making extra provision for themselves, because of their trust in their heavenly Father. This is probably the explanation for the staff/no staff. Some always carried a staff because, like a walking stick, it gave them support. They could therefore take it with them. But those who usually managed without a staff should not make special provision of one for themselves for the purpose of protection or extra strength. They should carry on trusting in God for both.

Verses 9-15
Instructions Concerning Their Going Out (10:9-15).
Having declared to them their main responsibilities and objectives Jesus now instructs them about the way in which they are to go about their ministry. and it is immediately apparent that while the principles behind these instructions are permanent, the details are particular to their situation. For they have in mind the society in which they lived.

The principle of hospitality, that is the sense of responsibility to provide hospitality to travellers and strangers, was strongly held throughout the ancient world. Inns were few, and often not very reputable, and such hospitality was therefore very necessary for respectable people. And once that hospitality was offered it was seen as providing a bond between the giver and the recipient. Good men would do anything rather than betray someone to whom they had offered hospitality (compare Genesis 19:7-8; Judges 19:23-24). To give hospitality to someone and then to betray them was considered totally disreputable. The contrary position was that to be refused hospitality was a bad sign. It was a sign of enmity. It was a sign that no favour was being offered. It was a refusal of friendship.

It was also recognised within Judaism that a Teacher should especially be given hospitality, for he was not allowed to charge for the teaching that he provided. Many teachers did got around the ancient world charging for their services, but among the Jews to charge for teaching the Law of God was not approved of, although how far the latter applied in Gentile-affected Galilee we do not know.

There were some Teachers who went around taking advantage of and sponging on the people whom they went to, especially when the new churches were formed, and that was why Paul always sought to be independent and cater for himself, contrary to what Jesus was saying here, while acknowledging the right of others to do differently . But that was in a sophisticated city environment where people saw things from a different angle. Jesus in fact provides against the dangers that Paul foresaw by His further instructions against accumulating ‘wealth’ as they went around. So Jesus’ instructions must be seen against this background.

Jesus’ instructions therefore cater for such situations:

He first wants it to be seen that His disciples are neither benefiting financially by their ministry, nor are living in luxury at the cost of others, a lesson many servants of God could do to learn today in the wealthier parts of the world.

He wants their welcome or otherwise by the people, which will be revealed by whether they provide for them or not, to demonstrate the kind of reception that they are receiving. It will immediately bring out who are receiving the Good News rightly, and who are not. It will be a test of the genuineness of their hearers (Matthew 25:35-40).

He wants to ensure that His disciples do not themselves get caught up with the deceitfulness of riches and the desire for other things, thus choking their ministry (compare Mark 4:19).

Above all He wants them to be continually trusting in their heavenly Father’s provision (Matthew 6:19-34).

In Mark 6:7-13 there are similar instructions, although they may have been in respect of a further mission. But note their abbreviated form. However the principles are on the whole the same. On the other hand the instructions in Luke 10:3-12 were given to the seventy. So while we would expect them to be similar, we would not necessarily expect them to be the same in every detail, as turns out to be the case.

It should be noted that in the Rabbinical writings it was stated that a man ‘may not enter the Temple Mount with his staff or his sandal or his wallet, or with the dust on his feet’. The idea there would seem to be that he must thrust all worldly thoughts and sense of independence aside. He has come to meet with God, and must be prepared in heart an mind, and unencumbered. He must leave worldly activity outside. Something of this may well be in Jesus’ mind. All the attention of His disciples must be on God as they go in His Name.

Analysis of Matthew 10:9-15.
a “Do not procure for yourselves gold, or silver, or copper in your money belts; no food wallet for your journey; neither two coats, nor shoes, nor staff. For the labourer is worthy of his food” (Matthew 10:9).

b “And into whatever city or village you enter, search out who in it is worthy, and there stay until you go forth.” (Matthew 10:11).

c “And as you enter into the house, salute it. And if the house is worthy, let your peace come on it, but if it is not worthy, let your peace return to you” (Matthew 10:12-13).

b “And whoever will not receive you, nor hear your words, as you go forth out of that house or that city, shake off the dust of your feet” (Matthew 10:14).

a “Truly I say to you, It will be more tolerable for the land of Sodom and Gomorrah in the day of judgment, than for that city” (Matthew 10:15).

Note that in ‘a’ their worthiness to receive a response is stressed, ‘the labourer is worthy of his provision’, and in the parallel the punishment for failing to give that response to the true labourer is emphasised. In ‘b’ they are to seek out those who are worthy and in the parallel they are to shake from their feet the dust of the unworthy. Centrally in ‘c’ they are to bring blessing on the house that welcomes them.

Verse 11
“And into whatever city or village you enter, search out who in it is worthy, and there stay until you go forth.”

This verse further explains the situation. They were going in the Name of the King. They should therefore expect provision of their needs by the King’s subjects. Thus their very way of travelling in itself was to declare that the Kingly Rule of Heaven was now present. In each city or village they should therefore seek out ‘who in it was worthy’. This probably signified someone who had already demonstrated their worthiness by showing a responsive interest in the message of Jesus (there would be many such. But some would be prominently so as a result of their witness and their lives). Or it may be that they were to ask who it was in the town who was looked on as the most hospitable and godly. Such people would be the ones most likely to be open to their message. We can compare how in the Old Testament there were always the few who showed special hospitality towards strangers, even in the worst of places (e.g. Judges 19:16-21). But the principle was important. They were not to accept hospitality from just anyone, or look especially for the wealthy. They must rather seek to stay with someone of good reputation. Their acceptance by such a person would then enhance their own acceptability, and let all see that they were worthy men.

Once, however, they had been welcomed they were not later to move to somewhere else. They were to be satisfied with what God had first provided. Indeed to move on would in fact cause great offence and hurt. It would be an abuse of hospitality. If they found themselves turned out, of course, that would be a different matter. But that would presumably be a signal to move on (Matthew 10:23). However, if they had chosen well and prayerfully the hope would be that that would not happen.

There may also be the indication here that they were not to outstay their welcome. Once they had been in a place long enough for the original hospitality to have worn thin they should move on. Later, in the Didache (a late 1st century Christian writing) a Christian prophet would be judged by how long he stayed. If he stayed longer than three days it suggested that he was a sponger. That would not, of course, necessarily apply here, but it may bring out the principle in mind.

Verse 12-13
“And as you enter into the house, salute it. And if the house is worthy, let your peace come on it, but if it is not worthy, let your peace return to you.”

As they entered the house that welcomed them they were to salute it, probably with the words ‘shalom elechem’ (peace to you), a regular Jewish greeting. But in their case it would signify more, for they were the representatives of the Prince of Peace (Isaiah 9:7). Thus their granting of peace carried His authority with it. And if the house proved worthy, presumably by its response to their message, God would ensure that their words would then result in their own fulfilment. At their word God’s peace would come on the house. Indeed all within it would find peace, for they would find it in response to the words of Jesus through the Apostles. But if the house did not respond to their message then it would be rejecting God’s peace, and the peace would therefore return to them. The idea is probably that the disciples should take back their peace, either by leaving and going elsewhere, or by shaking their dust off their feet against them (Matthew 10:14), or indeed both. But in the end the message is that men are blessed by God, not on the basis of what they do, but on the basis of how they respond to Him in it.

Verse 14
“And whoever will not receive you, nor hear your words, as you go forth out of that house or that city, shake off the dust of your feet.”

These words are very solemn words and indicate the seriousness of the situation they speak of. If they were not received, whether by house or city, they were to shake their dust off their feet. This would be an act of rejection. When Jews left Gentile territory they would regularly shake the dust off their feet for it was seen as unclean. It belonged to a land where God’s laws of cleanliness were not observed, and was thus ‘unclean’. When a man entered the Temple he was to shake the dust off his feet. He was demonstrating that the world outside was not worthy of God. The situation here then was similar. But the uncleanness indicated would not in this case be ritual uncleanness, but sinfulness. By this act this house or city was thus being shown to be cut off from Israel. It was an indication to God that they were not worthy, because they had rejected the messengers of the King. They had refused to submit to the Kingly Rule of Heaven. They were thus being committed to God’s judgment.

Verse 15
“Truly I say to you, It will be more tolerable for the land of Sodom and Gomorrah in the day of judgment, than for that city.”

And so serious would be their crime that in the Day of Judgment the infamous Sodom and Gomorrah, who had shown scant hospitality to Lot (Genesis 19), and had become proverbial for sinfulness (Isaiah 1:9-10), would come off better than that city. For they had only rejected Lot, the nephew of Abraham, but this city would have rejected the representatives of the Coming One. There could be no more specific indication of Jesus’ unique claims for Himself. And it will be noted that they were just assumed as evident. It was all matter of fact. There was no arrogance or boastfulness about them.

Verse 16
“Behold, I send you forth as sheep in the midst of wolves, be you therefore wise as serpents, and harmless as doves.”

Jesus introduces His warnings about the future by likening their going forth as similar to that of sheep going among wolves. This in itself is a reminder of the uniqueness of the event. No one sends sheep among wolves. Only God could do that. As those who are poor in spirit (Matthew 5:3) and meek (Matthew 5:5) and compassionate (Matthew 5:44) they will find themselves having to face the arrogant, the proud and even the violent. They will thus need to be shrewd, to know how to pacify, and to avoid confrontation. The vivid contrast demonstrates that He is speaking in exaggerated fashion. The extremes would not always be quite as great. This was the worst case scenario (but they would often feel like sheep among wolves).

‘Wise as serpents.’ The serpent keeps out of sight and moves around unobserved, and then suddenly it strikes. Both its safety and its effectiveness depend on its subtlety, its seeming non-existence, and its speed of action. In Genesis 49:17-18 it is thus linked interestingly with salvation. Its subtlety is proverbial.

‘Harmless/innocent as doves.’ The dove is harmless, causes no trouble, is sweet and gentle (and thus used of Solomon’s beloved - Song of Solomon 1:15; Song of Solomon 2:14; Song of Solomon 4:3 etc), open and honest, and is non-violent. The combination of subtlety and wisdom, swiftness and sweetness, rapid reaction and gentleness, reveals those who are shrewd, wise, and quick and decisive in thought and action, and yet reliable, gentle, honest, kind and compassionate.

Verses 16-23
The Dangers That They Will Face In The Future.
Having declared the positive side of what their experiences will be Jesus now turns to the problems that they will face. For while they go trusting their heavenly Father for His provision, and as representatives of the Coming One, they must not thereby think that they will be immune from men’s hatred. For just as John’s teaching, and His own teaching, have produced hatred in men, so will theirs. They must therefore expect the worst. They will find themselves up against both religious and civil authorities, and will have to cater with family divisions caused by the attitudes of people towards Him. This had already been seen in what had happened to John the Baptist under the very ‘king’ who ruled Galilee (Mark 6:14-29). It was to be seen in the attitude displayed by the Scribes and Pharisees towards Him (Matthew 9:3; Matthew 9:34; both serious charges). It was to be seen in such attitudes as that of Nazareth (Luke 4:28-30). And it was as clear as day from what was promised in the Old Testament that it would happen to all righteous people who sought to walk with God, often expressed in extreme terms as here (e.g. Micah 7:5-6; Isaiah 66:5; Ezekiel 22:7; Zechariah 7:10-12; Zechariah 13:7-9).

We may see in Jesus’ words an element of deliberate exaggeration in order to bring out the significance of what He is saying, for this was a regular feature of Jesus’ teaching (compare Matthew 5:13-16; Matthew 5:22-26; Matthew 5:29-30; Matthew 6:2; Matthew 7:3-6). His words are to be thought about and not all to be taken literally. They are not all aimed at pedantic minds. (Although He does also awesomely provide for pedantic minds as well).

Analysis of Matthew 10:16-23.
a “Behold, I send you forth as sheep in the midst of wolves, be you therefore wise as serpents, and harmless as doves” (Matthew 10:16).

b “But beware of men, for they will deliver you up to councils, and in their synagogues they will scourge you (Matthew 10:17).

c “Yes and you will be brought before governors and kings for my sake, for a testimony to them and to the Gentiles” (Matthew 10:18).

d “But when they deliver you up, do not be anxious how or what you shall speak, for it will be given you in that hour what you shall speak (Matthew 10:19).

c For it is not you who speak, but the Spirit of your Father who speaks in you” (Matthew 10:20).

b “And brother will deliver up brother to death, and the father his child, and children will rise up against parents, and cause them to be put to death” (Matthew 10:21).

a “And you will be hated of all men for my name’s sake. But he who endures to the end, the same will be saved” (Matthew 10:22).

Note that in ‘a’ the sheep go among the wolves, and in the parallel they are to be hated of all men. In ‘b’ they will be delivered up to face the Jewish courts, and in the parallel they will be delivered up to them by their own families. In ‘c’ they will be brought before even the highest authorities, as a testimony to them and the Gentiles, and in the parallel it will not be their testimony but the testimony of their Father in Heaven Who speaks in them. Centrally in ‘d’ God will give them the words that they are to speak.

Verse 17-18
“But beware of men, for they will deliver you up to councils, and in their synagogues they will scourge you, yes, and you will be brought before governors and kings for my sake, for a testimony to them and to the Gentiles.”

Thus they are to beware of men, for they are ‘the wolves’ that He had in mind. And they are to recognise that many of these will be so incensed against them that they will accuse them from beast-like hearts and have them brought before the courts. They must expect that their message will arouse opposition. The councils are the local sanhedrins, where they might well be accused of heresy and even blasphemy for preaching Jesus. Beatings in synagogues were a common punishment for Jews who were seen as being troublemakers or not sufficiently observant of the Law (compare 2 Corinthians 11:24; Acts 26:11). The use of the scourge here suggests an official verdict. These experiences will demonstrate that at least the Jewish authorities will have had to take notice of them. And they will also be evidence of the opposition that they will face from Judaism as a whole. The Galilean Jews were indeed so nationalistic and fervent that it was inevitable that someone who brought a new message would have to face up to, and accept the consequences of, fanaticism in some quarters, just as they would experience rejection.

‘Yes, and you will be brought before governors and kings for my sake, for a testimony to them and to the Gentiles.’ Many claim that such words go beyond what Jesus could have said in a charge to men going out to preach in Galilee and its surrounds. But a little thought soon brings out that that is not so. It need be saying little more than that they would have to face both the authorities put in place by Rome, as well as those established by the synagogues. In Matthew 2:6 Matthew has already spoken of the ‘governors’ of Judah (compare Psalm 67:27 LXX), as representing the authorities over Jewish towns and cities. The word is also used regularly in LXX of the tribal leaders of Edom (over a dozen times in Genesis 36. See also Exodus 15:15; 1 Chronicles 1:51. It translates alluph which can mean a chieftain, captain, etc). And apart from these, He is saying, they may even be brought before the kings (e.g. Herod and Philip) to whom such governors are subject. This may well have in mind Psalms 119:46, ‘I will also speak of your testimonies before kings, and will not be ashamed’.

But we need not limit ‘governors’ to Jewish authorities. Galilee contained many Gentiles, and the larger towns and cites abounded with them, and there would be Gentile courts and ‘governors’ there as well as Jewish ones. (The term can also mean a Roman appointed governor like Pilate (Matthew 27:2, etc), but he would not be involved here). Thus as the disciples sought out the Jews in these places many of these Jews who were antagonistic might also well turn to Gentile courts or to civil authorities in the hope that they would deal firmly with these men who came introducing a new King and spreading ‘revolution’.

We must recognise in this that some of the synagogues in Galilee, especially in the cities, might well have been as much against Jesus and His followers as the later Hellenistic synagogues in Jerusalem (Acts 6:9-10) and in Pisidian Antioch (Acts 13:50). And some outright Gentiles might also be offended by them and wish to take action against them, as they would later. But how were these dangers to be represented by Jesus to disciples who had had little experience of either Jewish or Gentile courts, and knew very little about the judicial system? Jesus does it in terms they would have heard of, such terms as ‘governors (local authorities) and kings’, the very kind of judiciaries that His disciples might know of and would appreciate the seriousness of.

And, of course, there were ‘kings’ threatening on the horizon in Herod (who had already imprisoned John) and Philip, who while not as unreasonable as Herod could certainly be heavy handed at times, especially if disturbances had been caused, while ‘governors’, a word which has been used of the ‘governors (princes) of Judah’ in Matthew 2:6, who acted under these kings, would abound.

Indeed ‘Governors’ was probably a deliberately loose description for both Jewish and Gentile authorities of which there would be a number in both territories, spoken to those who would have little knowledge about the varied details and ranks of such people. The Apostles were unlikely to be in a position to discriminate between different types of authority. Once they left their own neighbourhood they would be on new territory. All authorities would then appear the same to them. The thought is thus concentrated on the fact that it would be the representatives of the kings that they knew of, that is their ‘governors’, as well sometimes the kings themselves, who would mainly be responsible for calling them to account. Jesus description would convey exactly what He wanted them to consider, that they would be judged by various rather vaguely described Jewish and Gentile authorities. He had probably Himself not had much experience of them either. He was a provincial. He would thus be speaking in very general terms. And His point is that if this happened they must see it as an opportunity to testify to the Gentiles, who would in many cases be involved. So while they were not to seek Gentiles out, they did have a responsibility to testify to them when they could.

We really cannot turn round and say, ‘but this did not happen to them at this time’. The truth is that we do not know what happened at this time. Thus these things might quite well have happened. In fact it must be considered doubtful if they could have gone out into a hotbed of fanaticism like Galilee and its surrounds without experiencing such things, at least to some extent. They must have caused quite a stir, while their healings would have drawn great crowds. Such great crowds being gathered in a number of places at once would not escape the notice of Herod’s spies, and they might well have reported back to Herod, especially when the disciples in their teaching concerning the Kingly Rule of Heaven (about which they still had wrong ideas) forgot to be as wise as serpents, thus putting some of the disciples at least in danger of being brought before him. It was certainly something that they must have feared.

Indeed it might well be because one or two had been brought before Herod or his judges that Jesus withdrew into Philip’s territory later on. However, the Gospel writers would not want to mention it if it was feared that it would take the attention off Jesus, as it surely would. It should be noted in this regard that this is so much the case that we are nowhere told in Matthew that the disciples did actually go out on their mission (this is in fact typical of ancient Jewish writings. See for example Exodus 17:1-6 where the actual drinking of the water which was ‘miraculously’ produced is never mentioned, only the directions as to how to obtain it. The rest is assumed). It is just assumed in Matthew 11:1. Thus we have no record at all in Matthew of what happened on this campaign. He is deliberately silent about it. His readers did not want to know about what was commonplace to them (Galatians 3:5). They wanted to learn about Jesus. But see Mark 6:12-13; Mark 6:30; Luke 9:2; Luke 9:6; and note the connection with Herod in both accounts. He may have heard more of Jesus precisely because he had called in one or two of the Apostles for questioning.

‘Governors and kings.’ Jesus used the concept a number of times as a general way of warning His disciples concerning the opposition that they would be up against (see Mark 13:9; Luke 21:12). In the end it represented all earthly authority.

Verse 19-20
“But when they deliver you up, do not be anxious how or what you shall speak, for it will be given you in that hour what you shall speak, for it is not you who speak, but the Spirit of your Father who speaks in you.”

And when these dreadful experiences did happen they were not to be afraid and anxious. Nor should they be afraid as to what defence they should put up. Rather they are to recognise that in that very hour God will give them the words to speak (‘it will be given you’ - the divine passive). For they will not speak on their own. It is the Holy Spirit Who will speak through them. It should be noted how well these words suit these humble, inexperienced men going out on a task that must have appeared so huge. Then the thought of those courts would be terrifying. The words might not be quite so important when they were more experienced (although they would still important, even if in a different way). Luke cites similar words, but he never specifically suggests that they were fulfilled in Acts, even though Paul did appear before one king and a number of governors. He too could thus have seen them as at least partially fulfilled on these first ‘missionary’ journeys.

‘The Spirit of your Father.’ This is the only place in the New Testament where this phrase is found, but it was a reminder to them that all the time that they were on their journeys their Father would be watching over them, providing for them both bread and clothing (Matthew 6:30; Matthew 6:32), and now the very words that they should speak when put on trial. As they stood alone before these governors and kings, they would not be alone. Their Father would be with them through His Spirit. Where other would be tongue-tied, their tongues will be freed with the wisdom of their Father.

Note how in the chiasmus this verse parallels that which speaks of their testimony before the highest authorities and before the Gentiles. Here above all they will need the Spirit of their Father to guide their words.

Verse 21
“And brother will deliver up brother to death, and the father his child, and children will rise up against parents, and cause them to be put to death.”

Jesus then moves His attention from the judges to the ones who will cause His disciples, and those who hear and respond to them, to be judged, or indeed might judge them themselves by popular opinion on the basis of Deuteronomy 13:1-11. Considering that He Himself was almost put to death by His own neighbours in Nazareth (Luke 4:28-30, something be it noted that we only know of because of Luke), it was very likely that in hot-headed, fanatical Galilee He would expect similar things to happen to others. And while these words might appear to us as extreme, they are in fact simply indicating that these people will call on the Scriptures, as interpreted by them, to support them in what they do (Deuteronomy 13:1-11; Deuteronomy 18:20), and will act accordingly, for these verses in Deuteronomy specifically included instructions as to what they should do to close relations whom they saw as apostasising, and they tie in with what Jesus is saying here (Matthew 13:6-11). Thus Jesus is simply saying that they will treat His disciples and their own kin in accordance with their view of them as false prophets and conveyers of false teaching, and that by proclaiming Jesus the disciples must recognise that they will be in danger of being treated as apostates. (The putting to death might have been largely figurative for ‘treating them as dead’, but it must be seen as very likely that some did ‘disappear’ at the hands of lynch mobs or particularly zealous fanatics. Deaths were much easier to arrange in those days, especially if no one complained. And rightly worded accusations to the civil authorities as reactionaries and conspirators might well have occasionally resulted in the death penalty).

It is true that His language may be intended to be extravagant in order to get over the point (as in Matthew 5:21 onwards), for to a certain extent they would be restrained by Roman law, but it was certainly not beyond a possibility, and it echoed such behaviour in the Old Testament (Micah 7:6; Isaiah 66:5; compare Psalms 50:20). The main point behind it, however, is as a vivid warning to the disciples that all those who followed Him must expect to be treated like false prophets.

It is also true that there might well be something deliberately prophetic about it, as Jesus saw ahead into the future, and recognised that the restraint of Rome would not always be present, but He certainly had good cause to recognise that it could happen even now in the present to these brave men whom He was sending out into the virtual unknown with a message that would arouse strong feelings.

Note how these words parallel their being brought before Jewish courts and beaten in synagogues. All will be for similar reasons, the hatred of many Jews for Jesus and His words.

Verse 22
“And you will be hated of all men for my name’s sake. But he who endures to the end, the same will be saved.”

Note how in the chiasmus this parallels their being sheep among wolves. The hatred of ‘all men’ (whether Jew, Samaritan or Gentile) because they went out in the Name of the Messiah was something to be expected (Isaiah 66:5) from wolves. But whatever they faced they must recognise that they must endure. For final salvation waited ahead for all who would finally endure (and thus Judas was excluded). That would be the test of their genuineness, that they were ‘confirmed’, made strong, to the end (1 Corinthians 1:8-9), kept by the power of God through faith unto salvation (1 Peter 1:5). There must be no turning back (compare Luke 9:62) or quailing before them. His disciples must be firm and courageous, and endure to the end (compare Joshua 1:9).

‘To the end.’ This almost certainly indicates until death or rapture, rather than just the end of the persecution, although it includes the latter. Those who are His are revealed by this fact, that God never lets them go (John 10:29). They are His sheep (Matthew 10:16). They are thus known by Jesus, they hear His voice, they follow Him, and thus they will never perish and none will pluck them from His hand (John 10:27-28).

‘Will be saved.’ That is they will be presented holy, unblameable and unreproveable before Him (Colossians 1:22), testified to by Jesus (Matthew 10:32), and will enter with triumph into His presence, along with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob (Matthew 8:11). They will be taken to ever be with the Lord (John 14:1-3; 1 Thessalonians 4:17).

Verse 23
“But when they persecute you in this city, flee into the next, for truly I say to you, You will not have gone through (literally ‘finished’) the towns of Israel, till the Son of man be come.”

The disciples are not to allow persecution to depress them, rather they are to see it as a spur driving them on. The principle is clear. Where a whole city is against them they are to move on to the next. For the task is so great, and the labourers are so few, and there are so many towns to be reached, that they will not have covered all that need to be covered prior to the ‘coming’ of the Son of Man. It should here be noted that the emphasis of the words is not on the coming of the Son of Man, but on the urgency and size of the task ahead. It is a never ending one which will never be fully accomplished, and one in which the most fruitful opportunities must be taken, while on the other hand the dogs must not be given what is holy, and pearls must not be cast before swine.

Note especially Jesus’ command not to invite persecution. They are if possible to flee from it. Not because they are cowards but because they are thinking of what is best for the spreading of the truth (compare how Jesus also knew how to strategically withdraw - Matthew 12:15; Matthew 14:13; Matthew 15:21; Matthew 4:12). Many a Christian has died in persecution who should have fled and lived, just as many have lived (by renouncing Christ) who should have died. Some have stood and bravely faced martyrdom because they felt that their position required it of them. It encouraged the flock who might have been devastated by desertion. And in many cases they were right. The balance is a fine one, but we must ever remember that Jesus did teach us to pray, ‘do not lead me into testing’ (Matthew 6:13). Courting persecution for its own sake is not godly. Accepting it humbly and with joy when it necessarily comes is extremely godly. Then we should ‘rejoice and be exceedingly glad’ (Matthew 5:11). (Although in the end our judgments on others in this regard, once their decision is made, should be left to God. He guides some in one way and some in another. None, however, should actually seek persecution).

This ‘difficult’ verse has been interpreted in a number of ways, although the principle behind it is clear, and the main difficulty rests on the meaning of the words ‘until the Son of Man comes’. But this must certainly be seen in the light of the context (as revealed by the chiasmus) where there is a great emphasis on heavenly realities (Matthew 10:26; Matthew 10:32-33) and on eternal judgment (Matthew 10:26; Matthew 10:28), and on man’s accountability to the Father in Heaven, where the ‘confession’ or denial by the Son will be so important to every one (Matthew 10:32-33). This suggests that ‘Son of Man’ must therefore be seen in this ‘heavenly’ context. With that in mind we must now ask ourselves, what does ‘the coming of the Son of Man’ refer to?

* One possibility is that ‘the Son of Man’ is the equivalent of ‘I’. Compare its use in Matthew 8:20; Matthew 16:13 where He is simply referring to Himself by the title, although undoubtedly with the humiliation that the Son of Man (and Servant) must suffer in view. Thus on this view He would be saying, ‘I am sending you out and will not be with you for a while, for I also am going out to preach (Matthew 11:1), but I will shortly come to you again, and you can be sure that that will be long before you have been able to cover all the towns in Israel who are open to receiving you, even if you move quickly from one to the other. Do not therefore be held up by towns who are unwilling to listen to you, but go on to those who will welcome you, for you will certainly not have time even then to cover them all’. This view is strongly supported by the fact that up to this point Matthew has only depicted Jesus as speaking of ‘the Son of Man’ as Himself as One Who is present on earth (Matthew 8:20; Matthew 9:6). But it does ignore the stress on the heavenly in the context.

* Some think that in these words He is seeing ahead to the fact that Galilee and Israel as a whole will not have been fully evangelised before the invasion of Palestine and the siege of Jerusalem forecast by Jesus have taken place. They suggest that in the light of Matthew 23:37 to Matthew 24:22; Matthew 26:64 that event itself may then be seen as ‘the Son of Man coming’ in order to manifest to the chief priests and elders the fact that He has indeed received His power and authority as the Son of Man at the throne of God (Matthew 26:64; Daniel 7:13-14). Indeed some see Matthew 24:27 (compare Luke 17:22-37) as speaking of those events, that is as indicating that the destruction of Jerusalem will happen as a result of ‘the Son of Man coming with the speed of lightning’ (with lightning emphasising suddenness rather than light, although any light could be a spiritual one as in Matthew 4:16, and only observed by those who ‘see’). The siege of Jerusalem may not shake us, but it certainly shook the world of that day, and its ramifications were in different ways huge, both for Jewish Christianity and for Judaism. It freed the church from its last ties with Jerusalem.

We should notice that the connection of the siege of Jerusalem with ‘the coming of the Son of Man’ is also further supported in the context of chapter 24, for it then goes on to speak about the Son of Man manifesting even greater power in a further glorious appearance (Matthew 24:30) when the believers among those scattered people who have since been evangelised have to be gathered in (Matthew 24:31). We should note in this regard that Matthew uses the expression ‘the Son of Man coming in His Kingly Rule’ where Mark 9:1 speaks of ‘the Kingly Rule of God coming in Power’ (i.e. in the resurrected Christ and the Holy Spirit), and Luke speaks of ‘seeing the Kingly Rule of God’ (Luke 9:27; compare Matthew 26:64). The idea there would seem to be of the manifestation of His Kingly Rule in power by the events that result in Acts onwards. But it supports the idea that to Matthew ‘the coming of the Son of Man’ is parallel to ‘the coming of the Kingly Rule’.

Thus Jesus may be seen as arguing for the need for haste, with no delay, because of the fact that the scattering of the lost sheep of the house of Israel far and wide at the time of the destruction of Jerusalem will leave even more towns to be visited. Indeed He may be seen as declaring that in order to reach them it will then be necessary for the Gospel to be proclaimed in ‘the whole inhabited earth’ (Matthew 24:14; compare Acts 2:5), with the final result being that at His second coming He will have to gather the elect from the four winds of Heaven.

That being so the ‘coming of the Son of Man’ here in Matthew 10:23 may be intended to signify that the Son of Man will shortly come in speedy judgment on Palestine and Jerusalem (Matthew 24:27, there could be no siege of Jerusalem without a bitter war throughout the whole of Palestine, as events would prove), which would explain why at present there can be no delay allowed in their outreach. For once the people are scattered to all nations (Luke 21:24), and that happened to a shattered Galilee as well as to a devastated Jerusalem, the evangelisation of them will depend on going to all nations (Mark 13:10).

For while it is true that He has not yet spoken of it we must remember here that later on He will make clear in no uncertain terms the devastating judgment that is coming on Jerusalem (Matthew 23:37 to Matthew 24:22) and should note in this regard the warning that He will give to the chief priests concerning their seeing ‘the Son of Man come to receive heavenly power on the clouds of Heaven’ (Matthew 26:64), an event which will in some way be manifested to them. And what greater demonstration could there have been than the destruction of their holy city?

* Others think that He is talking of the time when He will come as the Son of Man to His Father’s throne immediately after His resurrection (Daniel 7:13-14), to be declared both Lord and Messiah (Acts 2:36), after which He will return in person to be with His disciples in glorious power as they go out to reach all the towns in the world (Matthew 28:19-20), and will then reveal Himself as the Son of Man to His people through Stephen, being then revealed in all His glory (Acts 7:55-56). This interpretation would be typical of Matthaean eschatological language (compare Matthew 16:28; Matthew 26:64 with Mark 9:1; Luke 9:27; Luke 22:69). We should remember again in this regard that Matthew uses the expression ‘the Son of Man coming in His Kingly Rule’ where Mark 9:1 speaks of ‘the Kingly Rule of God coming in Power’ (i.e. in the resurrected Christ and the Holy Spirit), and Luke speaks of ‘seeing the Kingly Rule of God’ (Luke 9:27; compare Matthew 26:64). The idea there would seem to be of the manifestation of His Kingly Rule in power by the events that result in Acts onwards.

* Others think that He had a foreboding that the towns of Israel would never be satisfactorily evangelised, simply because of the historical events that would overtake them, even by the time of His second coming. Thus He knew within Himself that they would never run out of towns to evangelise. Certainly their full evangelisation was never accomplished, and has not been to this day, so that the promise cannot be said to have failed in fulfilment. (We must also remember that He specifically stated that He did not know the time of His second coming, a statement that no one else could possibly have made up - Mark 13:32).

* One thing, however, we should note, and that is that at the time of writing Matthew must have had no doubt that either this had been fulfilled, or that it was a valid claim which he saw as still capable of fulfilment. For in a passage where he was very much selecting his material, he would hardly have cited it otherwise.

Whichever view we take we should note the truth behind all the views. There were certainly so many to be reached that they would not be able to cover them all on their present mission; the shadow of the destruction of Jerusalem and Galilee by the Romans certainly did hang over them until that destruction was accomplished, and it did catch the towns of Galilee not properly prepared and certainly not sufficiently evangelised (otherwise they would not have rebelled) and it did result in the mass slaughter of many of their inhabitants and the scattering of others; the resurrection and enthronement of Jesus did certainly reveal a new impetus in carrying forward the Gospel, which would include the insufficiently evangelised towns of Galilee (Acts 9:31), and would then result in going beyond Galilee so that if all the towns had not been ‘finished’ it would be too late as far as the Apostles were concerned; and finally we are reminded that even today the evangelisation of the towns of Israel is one of the urgent tasks facing Jesus followers. For the more that His disciples have sought to evangelise them the more their sinfulness and stubbornness towards the Gospel has been revealed. And it is so to this day. Thus Jesus’ words have indeed proved true, fulfilling His expectations. And it may well be that He intended it to have plural application, so that the Apostles could take it with a local reference, and then when they later thought about it in the light of all that happened, an eschatological reference.

Verses 23-33
They Are To Preach Boldly, Remembering Whose They Are, And Are Not To Be Afraid For Three Reasons (10:23-33).
Having warned His disciples of the opposition that they will face, Jesus now puts everything in the light of eternity. They are to consider everything in the light of eternal realities, and recognise that there is nothing more important than proclaiming His message to the world, remembering also the watchfulness of their heavenly Father over them.

Analysis of Matthew 10:23-33.
a “But when they persecute you in this city, flee into the next, for truly I say to you, You will not have gone through the cities of Israel, till the Son of man be come” (Matthew 10:23).

b “A disciple is not above his teacher, nor a servant above his lord. It is enough for the disciple that he be as his teacher, and the servant as his lord. If they have called the master of the house Beelzebul, how much more those of his household!” (Matthew 10:24).

c “Do not be afraid of them therefore, for there is nothing covered, that will not be revealed, and hid, that will not be known” (Matthew 10:26).

d “What I tell you in the darkness, speak you in the light, and what you hear in the ear, proclaim upon the housetops” (Matthew 10:27).

c “And do not be afraid of those who kill the body, but are not able to kill the soul, but rather fear him who is able to destroy both soul and body in hell.” (Matthew 10:28).

b “Are not two sparrows sold for a penny? And not one of them will fall on the ground without your Father, but the very hairs of your head are all numbered. Do not be afraid therefore, you are of more value than many sparrows” (Matthew 10:29-31).

a “Every one therefore who shall confess me before men, him will I also confess before my Father who is in heaven, but whoever shall deny me before men, him will I also deny before my Father who is in heaven” (Matthew 10:32-33).

Note that in ‘a’ their mission is not finally to end, and will not be completed, until ‘the Son of Man be come’, and in the parallel that is when men will either be confessed before the Father, or denied before Him by His Son, the Messiah. In ‘b’ disciple and servant have a close relationship with their teacher and master, and must expect similar treatment, and in the parallel they need not be concerned because of their heavenly Father’s watch over them because they are members of His household. In ‘c’ they need not be afraid because in the end what they do will be revealed in its true light, as will what their opponents do, and in the parallel they need not be afraid because the One to fear is the One Who has power over the eternal future, and knows the truth about both, and will deal with them accordingly. Centrally in ‘d is the necessity to widely proclaim Jesus’ words.

Verse 24-25
“A disciple is not above his teacher, nor a servant above his lord. It is enough for the disciple that he be as his teacher, and the servant as his lord. If they have called the master of the house Beelzeboul, how much more those of his household!”

But they must expect persecution. For Jesus their Teacher and Lord is being, and will be, persecuted, and thus they must expect to be so too. For a disciple is not more important than his Teacher (for Jesus as Teacher see Matthew 9:11), and a servant is not more important than his Lord. Rather they should be happy that in this they will be parallel with Him. And as their antagonists have called Him as the master of the house Beelzeboul, they of His household must expect to be called so too.

Note how Jesus now sees His band of disciples as a ‘household’. They are the new ‘house of Israel’, or, as He will later speak of them, the new ‘congregation’ (ekklesia - church). It was the households of the Patriarchs that made up the old Israel (Exodus 1:1). Now it is His new household which makes up the new Israel. Note also how it is therefore ‘like Teacher, like disciple’, and ‘like Lord, like servant’. They are one with Him in His persecution, (compare ‘I am Jesus Whom you are persecuting’, spoken by Jesus of the persecution of His disciples - Acts 9:5). In the same way those who receive them receive Him (Matthew 10:40), and those who do them good do good to Him (Matthew 25:40). He and they are one, because the household is one, and they are united with Him in it (as they are in the true Vine - John 15:1-6).

‘Beelzeboul.’ Compare Matthew 12:24; Luke 11:15. Different manuscripts and versions present the full name differently It is given as ‘Beelzebub’ in the Syriac and Vulgate versions - probably as taken from the name of the oracular god in 2 Kings 1:2-3, and as ‘Beelzeboul’ in most manuscripts. It is given as ‘Beezeboul’ in only a few manuscripts, but these include weighty ones (Aleph, B). The latter may, however, simply have dropped the ‘l’ because ‘lz’ was difficult to Greek speakers.

The correct name may well thus be Beelzeboul. ‘Zeboul’ may represent ‘zebel’ (dung) or ‘zebul’ (dwelling). Thus the name may mean ‘lord of the house (or dwelling)’ (see Matthew 10:25 b which seems to confirm this). Or it may be ‘lord of dung’ as an insulting name for Satan. The former would explain the stress on ‘house’ in Jesus’ repudiation. The name Zbl is also found in a Ugaritic text, linked with baal, where it may be a proper name or mean ‘prince’, and thus ‘Prince Baal’ (but why is it then changed to ‘zeboul’). Matthew 10:25 b thus suggests that Beelzeboul is seen as master over a household of demons (compare ‘Lord of the house’). The thought was horrific. Jesus being compared to the Prince of Demons. But it was clearly set policy for His opponents (Matthew 9:34; Matthew 12:24). They had to have some explanation for the wonders that they saw in front of their eyes and could not explain away. As the narrative goes on we learn that this is a synonym for Satan, as we would gather from him being the prince of the demons.

Verse 26
“Do not be afraid of them therefore, for there is nothing covered, that will not be revealed, and hid, that will not be known.”

Thus in the light of eternal realities they are not to be afraid of them. They persecute Him, they will therefore persecute them. But in the end all truth and falsehood will be revealed. Then they will be glad indeed that they were on the side of truth, whatever the cost. In the Day when everything will be laid bare, their truth and honesty will be manifested, and their actions will be justified while those of their opponents will be seen for what they were, and will be condemned. For all things are open to the eyes of Him with Whom we have to do (Hebrews 4:13).

Alternately, with the following verse in mind, He may be indicating that whatever men do to them they will not be able to prevent the truth going out. What is at present covered up will have the cover taken off, what is at present hidden will be made known (compare 2 Corinthian 3-4).

‘Do not be afraid of them.’ Note the threefold ‘do not be afraid’, here and in Matthew 10:28; Matthew 10:31. Because they are His and His Father’s they need fear no man, neither their accusations, their calumniations nor their threats, because He is watching over them. The only One therefore Whom they must reverently fear is God, their Heavenly Father, and His Father.

Verse 27
“What I tell you in the darkness, speak you in the light, and what you hear in the ear, proclaim upon the housetops.”

So what He is telling them ‘in the darkness’ they must speak out in places where all can see, and what He as it were whispers in their ear they are to yell out from the housetops. For that indeed is the purpose for which He has called them. It is in order that they might be His witnesses. News was regularly literally shouted from high housetops so that it could reach as many as possible.

The reference to darkness and light looks back to Matthew 4:16. ‘The people who sat in darkness have seen a great light, and for those who sat in the region and shadow of death life has sprung up.’ Jesus here confirms that Matthew has taken that idea from His own teaching (as well as from Isaiah 9:2). His disciples had been in darkness, but He has come as a light to speak to them in the darkness (compare John 3:19-21) so that they might become a light to others (Matthew 5:14; Matthew 5:16). As the light of the world (John 8:12) He has spoken to them in the darkness, so that they might be filled with light (Matthew 6:22).

The ‘hearing ear’ is also a favourite idea of Jesus (Matthew 13:16, contrast Matthew 13:14-15. See also Matthew 13:43; Luke 14:35; and compare Mark 4:18; Mark 4:20; Mark 4:24; Luke 8:18). What you hear in the ear is an indirect way of saying ‘what God has said in your ear’ in a similar way to the divine passive.

Verse 28
“And do not be afraid of those who kill the body, but are not able to kill the soul, but rather fear him who is able to destroy both soul and body in hell.”

For they are to face up to final consequences, and therefore not be afraid. What does it matter if the body is killed off? What they should remember is that anyone who touches them cannot touch their inner life within them. Thus if they are martyred they will simply go on to be with Him. So they need not fear those who have the authority of life and death, because that is all that they can do. Marcus Aurelius would later try to go one further. He ordered that the bodies of Christians martyred in Lyons should be ground to powder and thrown into the river with the intent of preventing their resurrection. But he failed to achieve his aim, for all God requires for resurrection is their ‘dust’ as found in the dust of the ground (Isaiah 26:19, compare Genesis 3:19). The One Whom they therefore need to be in awe of is the One Who has the power of eternal life and eternal death. Let them therefore be in awe of Him, the One Who can destroy both body and inner being in Gehenna.

We are reminded here of the Old Testament wisdom teaching, ‘the fear of the Lord, that is wisdom, and to depart from evil that is understanding’ (Job 28:28; see also Psalms 111:10; Proverbs 1:7; Proverbs 9:10; Proverbs 15:33; compare Isaiah 33:6), by which of course is meant the same reverent awe as we have here.

Note on Being ‘Destroyed’ in Gehenna.
With regard to those who will be ‘destroyed in Gehenna’ there are conflicting views. In his book on Immortality Plato regularly used this verb ‘to destroy’ in order to signify final death resulting in total lack of consciousness and being (he clearly did not feel that any other Greek verb quite conveyed this idea). If we accept his use of the term, ‘destroy’ here would signify what we call final annihilation after judgment. But the judgment cannot be made simply on the basis of Greek terms alone.

In Jewish tradition, as in other Greek works (not all followed Plato), there were suggestions of eternal (or ‘age long’) punishment (e.g. Judith 16:17; 2 Esdras 7:36; Assumption of Moses Matthew 10:10). And some Greeks spoke of Tartarus as the place of eternal conscious punishment, at least for some. In 2 Peter 2:4, however, that term is used of the intermediate state of the fallen angels. But none of these speak of that punishment as ‘destruction’ when spoken of in these terms, and such ideas are not found in the Old Testament.

There are only two places in the Old Testament where the fate of the wicked after resurrection is described, and those are Isaiah 66:24 and Daniel 12:2. In Isaiah 66:24 the wicked are cast bodily into the valley of Hinnom where they are consumed by eternal maggots and eternal fire. But it is the maggots and the fire that are eternal, not the consciousness of the dead. In the case of the dead it is their carcases which will be abhorred by all flesh. And it is their carcases that the righteous will come to look on as a reminder of God’s judgment. The valley of Hinnom was the place where the dead bodies of criminals were thrown to be burned and eaten by maggots, and where the fires were continually burning in order to dispose of the rubbish of Jerusalem, so the point here is that the unrighteous dead are classed with the criminal fraternity and have become so much rubbish. But the everlastingness depends on the everlastingness of the lives of the righteous. While there is clearly the intention of indicating something rather more than the old Valley of Hinnom, it has not become what we think of as Ge-henna, ‘the ‘Valley (ge) of Hinnom’.

The same is true in Daniel 12:2. It is the shame and everlasting contempt which is everlasting, as in Isaiah 66:24. But it is only the righteous who are seen as having a conscious future.

Interestingly when we come to the New Testament Paul actually says nothing clear about the destiny of the wicked apart from to call it ‘death’ (e.g. Romans 6:23), although he does speak of their being ‘eternally destroyed from the presence of the Lord and the glory of His power’ (2 Thessalonians 1:9). Jesus on the other hand certainly speaks of conscious punishment beyond the grave, but He nowhere says that the consciousness will be everlasting (Mark 9:43; Mark 9:48 merely applies the concepts of Isaiah 66:24 to Gehenna). It says nothing about the consciousness of those who are being punished). Indeed some argue that the whole point of ‘destruction’ is that after their punishment all the unrighteous are destroyed. It could for example be argued that such verses as Luke 12:47-48 must be seen as pointing to the opposite of eternal conscious punishment. Furthermore while Matthew 25:46 speaks of ‘eternal punishment’ that is in contrast to ‘eternal life’ and could thus tie in with Plato’s concept. There is no suggestion of it being conscious, except in the giving of the sentence. Nothing is more eternal than destruction and annihilation. Besides the main use of ‘eternal’ in Scripture is in order to indicate quality, not duration, compare eternal judgment (Hebrews 6:2) which cannot mean an eternal judging.

The only place where more detail is given in is Revelation. There we read of the Lake of Fire. But we must beware of reading this too literally, for Satan is thrown in there and Satan is a spirit being. Real fire would not worry him at all. The point of it for Satan, and for the wild beast and the false prophet, is that they are thrown alive into it. Thus they are punished for ever and ever (Revelation 20:10). But that is apparently in contrast with the unrighteous who are thrown into it dead (compare the similar contrast in Revelation 19:20-21), and are not said to be punished for ever and ever. They are not in the book of the living (Revelation 20:15). And it should be noted in this regard that Death and Hades are thrown in with them at the same time, and the only point behind that must be that they might be destroyed (Isaiah 25:8). Death and Hades have no consciousness so they cannot be consciously punished.

Some have pointed to Revelation 14:9-11 to support their position. But that in fact supports Isaiah 66:24 as indicating that it is the means of punishment that are eternal. It is the smoke of their torment that arises for ever and ever, a reminder of the trial by torture that they have faced. ‘And they have no rest day or night’ (or more strictly ‘they are unceasing ones day and night’) is a translation that assumes what it wants to prove. Exactly the same Greek words are used in Revelation 4:8 where they cannot possibly indicate anything but continuing joy. So the real point is the comparison between the two. Both those who worship God and those who worship the Wild Beast do so continually. But clearly the worship of the Wild Beast ceases after the events in Revelation 19:20-21.

This all suggests that we must be very careful before we claim that Scripture teaches eternal conscious punishment. While the fate of the unrighteous is clearly intended to be seen as horrific, it is nowhere spelled out that it is a matter of eternal consciousness. Many would feel that ‘destruction’ must be given its obvious meaning as in the end resulting in the removal from God’s fullness, when God will be all in all, of all that offends. Perhaps we should consider that the wisest course is to teach what the Scriptures positively say and leave such matters to Him.

(Of course those who believe in an ‘eternal soul’ thateven God cannot destroywill already have made up their minds. They are bound by their doctrine (which is nowhere taught in Scripture). But such a concept may seem blasphemous to many. Can there really be anything that God cannot destroy? If it were so then it would seem (and I say it reverently) that God has then surely ceased to be God).

End of note.

Verse 29-30
“Are not two small birds sold for a penny? And not one of them will fall on the ground without your Father, but the very hairs of your head are all numbered.”

So let the disciples remember Who this One is Who can destroy both body and soul in Gehenna. He is their Father Who has counted the hairs on their head. This picture may indicate the proud and loving father who as he watches his baby son grow really does seek to count the hairs that begin to appear. Not all babies are born with a full head of hair. Or it may simply be a description of God’s detailed concern in observing the loss of each hair as it ‘falls on the ground’, just like the small birds sometimes do. But whatever may be the case God does know exactly how many hairs they have, and He will ensure that none of those who are His own perish (Luke 21:18, compare 1 Samuel 14:45). Absalom preened himself on his own hair, and it brought about his death, but when God takes note of our hair it is a very different matter. We may not even like our hair, but He treasures even that, and He counts every strand because if we are Jesus’ disciples He loves us so much.

Indeed they only have to consider the ‘small edible birds’ (not necessarily sparrows) which can be bought for food. They are sold for two a penny (a penny signifying a coin which was sufficient to buy one day’s portion of bread) for food for the poor, (and five for twopence in the right season (Luke 12:6), when it is buy four, get one free because there is a glut). But ‘your Father’ (not the sparrows’ Father) knows when even the sparrows fall to the ground. How much more then does He know what happens to those whose very hairs are numbered by Him. There is no guarantee that they will necessarily live and survive martyrdom. But they can be absolutely guaranteed that they are safe within the Father’s will and knowledge, and that underneath are the everlasting arms (Deuteronomy 33:27).

Verse 31
“Do not be afraid therefore, you are of more value than many small birds.”

The third reason why they do not have to be afraid is because they are of more value than many small edible birds which can be bought at a penny a time. And yet, as Deuteronomy 22:6-7 makes clear, God was concerned enough about these small birds to legislate for their preservation. How much more then will He preserve those whom He loves.

Verse 32-33
“Every one therefore who shall confess me before men, him will I also confess before my Father who is in heaven, but whoever shall deny me before men, him will I also deny before my Father who is in heaven.”

And they can be sure of one further thing, and that is that if they confess (acknowledge their oneness with, and bear witness to) Him before men, they can be sure that He will confess (acknowledge positively) them before His Father in Heaven. The ‘I’ is emphatic. He will not only own up to them as His own but will positively stand with all His authority as their guarantor. The assumption here is clearly that they are to see that confession of them by Him as having eternal significance, demonstrating therefore that Jesus Himself has eternal significance. Note also His powerful distinction between ‘My Father’ and ‘your Father’ (Matthew 10:30). As ‘their Father’ He watches over them, but it is only because He is Jesus’ Father that He can finally accept them. For their acceptance is through Him.

Note how in the chiasmus this is paralleled with Matthew 10:23. Thus their being confessed before His Father in Heaven will connect in some way with the coming of the Son of Man. But that is not conclusive of the meaning of Matthew 10:23, for this confession of them might be in the near future after His resurrection, or after death (Matthew 10:28) or in the far future at His second coming, or indeed all three.

It should be noted that when in Mark 8:38 (compare Luke 12:8-9) we have a similar statement to this, but in terms of ‘the Son of Man’, the words were being spoken to the crowds, not specifically to the disciples alone. This tends to confirm that when speaking to the crowds Jesus was not quite as openly outspoken as He was with His disciples. Before the crowds He spoke of Himself as the Son of Man.

The whole concept is similar to that found in 1 Samuel 2:30 where it is God Who says, ‘those who honour Me I will honour, and those who despise Me will be lightly esteemed’. Thus Jesus is aligning Himself on the divine side of reality.

Verse 34
“Do not think that I came to send peace on the earth. I came not to send peace, but a sword.”

These remarkable words appear to set at nought what has He has previously taught, and yet deliberately so, for they describe the means by which the ends will be reached. Note first the statement ‘I came’. It is a claim to uniqueness. No one else but Someone Who was unique could claim that they had come for such a purpose, for He is not talking about a local situation but a worldwide situation.

That Jesus has come to bring peace was made clear in Matthew 5:9, (although that was immediately followed by warnings of persecution - Matthew 5:10-12 - so that what is said here was inherent within it). It was then confirmed in Matthew 5:44-48. Thus He makes clear that the lack of peace will not arise as a result of the attitudes of His followers, but as a result of the reaction of others towards what they teach. Yet His point is that so reactionary are His words and teachings that that is what will inevitably happen. The world as a whole will not like them and will react against them. And that world includes their own families!

The whole of the Messianic hope for Israel was based on the expectation of a world of peace and harmony, although often preceded by a time of trouble. That peace was epitomised in the beautiful words of Isaiah 11. Not only would justice prevail among the poor and the meek (Isaiah 11:1-4; compare Matthew 5:3; Matthew 5:5), but even nature would be at harmony with itself (Isaiah 11:5-9). However even there that could only be achieved by first smiting the earth and slaying the wicked (Isaiah 11:4).

But the Jews thought that they had it all sorted. In the end the harmony and peace would be among them. It was the Gentiles who would be smitten and slain. So what Jesus is now saying conflicts with their ideas. For he is saying that the truth is that the very Jews themselves will be divided because of His words, and this will be because they themselves are unrighteous. And it is only out of the divisions which will arise as a result of that unrighteousness, and their resolution in God’s way, (by salvation and judgment), that in the end peace will come. So they must recognise that as a result of His coming it must be sword first, and then peace.

We should perhaps note here that Jesus is not saying that He has come with the deliberate purpose of bringing a sword. He has come in order to bring truth. But His point is that His truth is sword and thus by bringing truth among the unrighteous He will divide them, simply because the unrighteous will react against His truth by using the sword. That is regularly unrighteous man’s way of resolving a problem. So as a result the paradoxical thing will be that the very truth that was aimed at bringing peace, will initially have the very opposite effect because of man’s sinfulness and rebellion.

Verses 34-42
What Will Result From His Coming, And What He Requires Of Those Who Would Follow Him (10:34-42).
As Jesus comes to the end of His instructions He wants His disciples to be aware of the waves that they are going to cause. He wants them to know that what He has come to bring will not result in peace but a sword. Rather than expecting perfect harmony to follow, they must expect a world divided in two as though with a sword-stroke (into those who walk in the broad way, and those who walk in the narrow, those who build on rock and those who build on sand). By their very success in their witness they will produce a world at war with itself. For in that world so bitter will be the feelings that arise, that the very ones who are dearest and closest to their converts will be the ones that they might well discover to be their enemies But if they are faithful in their response to His disciples, then they will not lose their reward.

He describes vividly on the basis of Micah 7:6 what the effects of their witness will be, even on family relationships. So great will be the divide between what their families hold on to and cling to, and what He has brought, that their families will act towards their believing relative with enmity. He will find himself at odds with them all, even those who should be closest to him. But that will be the test of his worthiness. For if he places them before Jesus then he is not worthy of Jesus. What he must therefore do is pick up his cross, turning his back on all that his relatives cling on to, yes and on his own old life as well, and follow Jesus. Otherwise he is not worthy of Him. For by losing his life in this way for His sake he will find it, while if he clings on to his old life, ‘finding his life’, he will inevitably lose it in the end.

These thoughts are expressed in an intermingled series of threes. Firstly there is a threefold description of those against whom the believer will be ‘set at variance’ (put in a position of disagreement with) as a result of their witness (Matthew 10:35), then a threefold description of those who will not be worthy of Him because they are unwilling to turn their backs on their old lives (Matthew 10:37-38), then a threefold description of those who by receiving the servants of God will receive their reward (Matthew 10:40-41), followed by a threefold promise of such rewards (Matthew 10:41-42).

Analysis.
a “Do not think that I came to send peace on the earth. I came not to send peace, but a sword” (Matthew 10:34).

b “For I came to set a man at variance against his father, and the daughter against her mother, and the daughter in law against her mother in law, and a man’s foes will be those of his own household” (Matthew 10:35-36).

c “He who loves father or mother more than Me is not worthy of Me, and he who loves son or daughter more than Me is not worthy of me” (Matthew 10:37).

d “And he who does not take his cross and follow after Me, is not worthy of Me. He who finds his life will lose it, and he who loses his life for My sake will find it” (Matthew 10:38-39).

c “He who receives you receives Me, and he who receives Me receives Him who sent me” (Matthew 10:40).

b “He who receives a prophet in the name of a prophet will receive a prophet’s reward, and he who receives a righteous man in the name of a righteous man will receive a righteous man’s reward” (Matthew 10:41).

a “And whoever will give to drink to one of these little ones a cup of cold water only, in the name of a disciple, truly I say to you he will in no wise lose his reward” (Matthew 10:42).

Note that in ‘a’ Jesus coming will set the world in turmoil and in the parallel those who in the midst of the turmoil give a cup of cold water to a child believer will not lose their reward. In ‘b’ we have a picture of belligerence among family members, and in the parallel we have a picture of ‘family’ harmony. In ‘c’ those who put others before Him are described, and in the parallel those who put Him first. And centrally in ‘d’ is the picture of what being a disciple means.

Verse 35-36
“For I came to set a man at variance against his father,

And the daughter against her mother,

And the daughter in law against her mother in law,

And a man’s foes will be those of his own household.”

(Note the pattern, which will be repeated again twice below, a threefold statement followed by a conclusion).

The sword will divide and even slay. But the picture here is not of warfare. It is of a world at war with Christ. ‘At variance’ does not in itself signify fighting. It signifies being in disagreement with and having different conflicting views. The fighting comes from the other side, and from their reactions. The idea is that the belligerence that results will all be on the side of the opposing family members. It is they who will become the ‘foes’ of the disciple, not he of them. But Jesus’ warning is that often that will be the sad result of a disciple believing the truth and holding to it, as he must. But there is no thought here of him fighting back.

For fighting in the name of Christ is never justified. When men choose to go to war for what they believe in, they do not do it as Christians, even though sadly they may often have thought that they did so. It is true that Christians may have to fight in order to defend themselves and their families and allies against attack. They have a right to defend themselves. But they should never fight in order to defend what they believe in. That should be ‘fought for’ by revealing love and suffering for Christ’s sake.

So the point here is that by receiving the truth and believing in Christ, men and women will find themselves disagreeing with their families in a spirit of love, but will often find in return that the reaction will be a spirit of hate, because of the strong feelings involved as a result of cherished ideas being set at nought. In this case the following of Christ will be seen as an attack on the old beliefs, and may result in difficulties, persecution or even worse, as He has already warned (Matthew 5:10-12). And it is at that point that the crunch choice will have to be made.

The relationships described are the deepest known to man, and were sacred to the Jews. A man must honour and respect and give filial obedience to his father. It is central to the covenant (Exodus 20:12). A daughter must honour and respect her mother who, until she is married, rules the female side of the family. A daughter-in-law must honour and respect the one who has become to her as a mother in the place of her own mother. And Jesus agreed with all three principles. But nevertheless when it came to honouring them or honouring Him, He must come first. Loyalty to Him outranked the all. For as He will now point out, their love and respect for Him must exceed that for their dearest and closest relatives. While the Rabbis to some extent put the Teacher in a more exalted place than the father, they would never have been as extreme as this.

Verses 37-39
“He who loves father or mother more than me is not worthy of me,

And he who loves son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me.

And he who does not take his cross and follow after me, is not worthy of me.

He who finds his life will lose it, and he who loses his life for my sake will find it.”

It is at this point that a disciple has to choose what he will do. If he would be ‘worthy’ of Christ (deserving of His interest and saving concern) then he must put his love for Christ before his love for his father or mother. He must put his love for Christ before his love for his son or daughter. Still filled with love for them He must go forward in love to obey Jesus’ words. He must take up his cross (dying to his old life) and follow Jesus. The taking up of the cross refers to the fact that when a man was sentenced to crucifixion he himself had to take up and carry the crosspiece of the cross on which he was to die. Thus to take up the crosspiece signified deliberately taking the way of death. In this case it is used to parallel the choice between Christ and relatives. So here he is choosing to die to his relatives and the ways in which they want him to walk rather than forsake Christ. This may result in actual death through martyrdom, but not necessarily. The emphasis is on a dying to the old life and its claims upon him, for now he is following Christ, and Christ alone.

At this point he is again confirming his choice of the narrow way. If he seeks to ‘find’ his old life again by turning his back on Christ and His truth, then he will undoubtedly lose it (or ‘destroy it’). He will lose all his hopes for this world and the next. He will destroy all that is good and right in his life. But if he loses his old life for Christ’s sake (whether by a life of obedience to Christ or by actual martyrdom) then he will find true life both in this world and the next (Matthew 19:28-30). Note the emphasis on ‘for My Sake’. For that is the point. He is not doing it in order to gain eternal reward, he is doing it for Jesus’ sake, because of his love for Him, but it is that that is then the guarantee of eternal reward.

It must be considered possible that ‘taking up the cross’ had in Galilee become a way of speaking of total fidelity to God. In their recent past men had risen up against the Romans because of their love for God, and the result had been that they had been crucified. Jesus might well have seen such things as a child, as men were crucified on the main road that went through the valley below the mountain on which Nazareth was built. And each time it had happened the conspirators had been aware that they were, as it were, taking up their crosses, as they followed their leaders. They were committing themselves to a way that might end up in crucifixion. And as such things will it may thus have become a grim jest among them, with the result that conspirators began to describe their commitment in terms of ‘taking up their cross’. It is quite probable therefore that the cross had become a symbol of fidelity to God, and that ‘taking up the cross’ had come to mean choosing to face up to the enemy head on. The symbol does, of course, gain new meaning in the light of Jesus’ cross but that was not in mind here.

Verses 40-42
a “He who receives you receives me,

a And he who receives me receives him who sent me.

b He who receives a prophet in the name of a prophet,

b He will receive a prophet’s reward,

b And he who receives a righteous man in the name of a righteous man,

b He will receive a righteous man’s reward.

a And whoever will give to drink to one of these little ones a cup of cold water only in the name of a disciple,

a Truly I say to you he will in no wise lose his reward.”

And what comes to the disciple as a result of choosing to take up his cross and follow Jesus will come because he ‘receives’ (welcomes and responds to) the Apostles and their fellow disciples, and thereby he both receives Jesus and the guarantee of His eternal reward. For by receiving the messengers of Jesus and responding to their words he will himself be receiving Jesus. And the result of receiving Jesus will be that he will also receive the Father, the One Who sent Jesus. Thus their response to the preaching of the Apostles will result in their belonging to Jesus, and being accepted by His Father, the greatest of all possible rewards. Note how this ties in with Matthew 10:32-33, they will be acknowledged before the Father, and by the Father, and with Matthew 10:24-25. Just as they have suffered with Him so will they share with Him His life, and His Father’s presence. Notice again the emphasis on the fact that Jesus is ‘sent’. He is the One sent from God. That is why to ‘receive Him’ actually results in ‘receiving’ the Father. It should be noted that while this verse is the first in the threefold ‘receiving’ verses, it is not conjoined to the others by a conjunction (as previous threefoldness has been). Thus it stands on its own, and the main threefoldness is therefore found in the next three statements which deal with receiving reward.

But then Jesus wants to emphasise that what is done to the least and smallest of His disciples is also done to Him (compare Matthew 25:40). And in order to do this He first cites a well known proverb concerning prophets and wise men and how response to them brings a special and commensurate reward, “He who receives a prophet in the name of a prophet, will receive a prophet’s reward, and he who receives a righteous man in the name of a righteous man, will receive a righteous man’s reward.” The principle behind these words is clear. Identification with God’s messengers brings commensurate rewards to what they receive. Then He points out that, in the same way, if anyone gives to the youngest and smallest of His disciples just a cup of cold water, because he is a disciple (in the name of a disciple), he will not lose his reward. And what is that reward? It is far greater than that received by those who received the same reward as the prophet and righteous man, it is to receive Jesus as in Matthew 10:40.

Under this interpretation then Matthew 10:41 clearly cites a well known saying. And that must be so, for it cannot refer to disciples (or future church prophets) because the reward for receiving them is receiving Jesus (Matthew 10:40 - just as to persecute them would be to persecute Jesus - Acts 9:4), and that is beyond just receiving the commensurate reward for a prophet or righteous man. But seeing Matthew 10:41 as simply stating an important principle we can then read into Matthew 10:42 the full blessing of Matthew 10:40, as a confirmation that a receiving of them even in a small way, even though they are the least, produces the reward of being received by Jesus and His Father (and this also ties in with the abba structure of Matthew 10:40-42).

Taking it in this way Jesus must either be looking back to prophets and righteous men of the past, or those of the present when He was speaking, who while preaching truth were not yet following Him (compare Luke 9:49-50). And the citation then introduces a recognised principle that to receive and respond to a true representative of God is to share his reward. After all, that is why those who receive His disciples receive Him, and those who receive Him receive His Father. It is because He and His Father are the disciples’ reward.

And this then gives added and important force to the statement that follows in Matthew 10:42. Instead of being a kind of add-on, it becomes the focus. It is then seen as underlining the principle that even to show the least form of kindness (in a hot country like Palestine to withhold water would be a crime) to the very lowest and smallest of His disciples, because they are His disciples (in the name of a disciple), is to be certain of the utmost reward, receiving Jesus and His Father. It makes it a fitting end to an important discourse.

‘He who receives a prophet.’ Jesus may specifically have in mind here John the Baptist, although indicating that the same applies, and always has applied, to all true prophets, for the saying is immediately followed by Jesus’ statements about John the Baptist (Matthew 11:4-19). And the point is that to receive such a true prophet because he is a true prophet (welcoming him and hearing his words) is to be deserving of receiving a true prophet’s reward. For by receiving such ‘a prophet’ because he is a prophet (‘in the name of a prophet’) they would be doing what the majority of Jews had not done. They will have stood out against their fellows and will thus be deserving of a prophet’s reward.

‘He who receives a righteous man.’ And the same principle applied to receiving a righteous man because he was a righteous man (‘in the name of a righteous man’). By a righteous man is meant one who truly abides by the Law and is faithful to God, and whose righteousness exceeds that of the Scribes and Pharisees (Matthew 5:20). He is a recognised ‘righteous man’. For such ‘a righteous man’ we can compare Proverbs 10:11, where his mouth is a fountain of life; and Matthew 13:5 where the righteous man hates lying. Thus a righteous man was seen proverbially as a source of truth, and men looked back to such righteous men in the past, and honoured them. We can compare here also the roll of honour in Hebrews 11:32-38 In essence such a righteous man can be compared with one who truly follows Jesus and enters the Kingly Rule of Heaven and is thus truly righteous (Matthew 5:20). And by receiving such a one those who did so would be doing what the Jews had not done (even when they had professed to do so, for their failure is evidenced by their unwillingness to receive Jesus) and will therefore receive a righteous man’s reward. This proverbial nature of the prophet and the righteous man comes out in the fact that they are cited by Jesus in Matthew 13:17 as people of the past (compare also Matthew 23:29).

And so it is on this principle that he who receives even the smallest child or least of men who is a disciple (depending on who were in the listening group), and gives him but a cup of cold waterbecause he is a disciple(in the name of a disciple), will in no way lose his reward. For to receive those who belong to Jesus, however seemingly unimportant, is to receive Him. And to receive Him is to receive Him Who sent Him. Such people become sons of God (Matthew 5:9; Matthew 5:45).

And on this encouraging note, which would greatly help all who felt themselves the meanest and the lowest, Jesus ends His instruction to His disciples.

Note. We must, however, point out that there are a number of other interpretations of these verses proffered by commentators which see Matthew 10:41, with its reference to ‘prophets and righteous men’, as referring either to the disciples, or other later Christian witnesses, or both. However in our view all these fail on the fact that to receive a prophet’s or a righteous man’s reward is to fall short of what is promised in Matthew 10:40. It was fine as a pre-Christian promise, but falls far short of receiving Jesus and His Father (or if we see it as additional to that it offers far more, which is surely impossible). Such interpretations also leave the reward received by the least disciple standing in mid-air undescribed.

There can of course be a case made for the disciples being seen as prophets. In Matthew 5:10-12 they are undoubtedly seen as prophetic men; in Matthew 7:15-22 the idea of false prophets suggests that the disciples should therefore be seen as true prophets; their casting out of evil spirits and manifold healings would almost certainly have suggested to the crowds who gathered to them that they were ‘prophets’; and certain men in 1st century AD such as Theudas and ‘the Egyptian’ would be later called ‘prophets’ for accomplishing far less. And the disciples could certainly also be called ‘righteous men’ (Matthew 25:37; Matthew 25:46), as Jesus Himself was (Matthew 27:19; Matthew 27:24; Luke 23:47). But our point above still holds.

End of note.

11 Chapter 11 

Verse 1
‘And it came about that when Jesus had finished commanding his twelve disciples, he departed from there to teach and preach in their cities.”

Then once Jesus had given His instructions to His twelve Apostles He left them in order to preach and teach in their cities.

Matthew give no indication either that the Apostles went out, nor what happened to them on their missions, nor that they returned. That is all assumed on the basis of the instructions given for the purpose. His concern was not with the Apostles but with Jesus. And while Mark and Luke give a little more, they are also very reticent. None are interested in the detail. The assumption should therefore be that much of what His words said did happen, but was so much like what later happened to the Apostles that it was not see as worth mentioning.

Verse 2-3
‘Now when John heard in the prison the works of the Christ, he sent by his disciples, and said to him, “Are you he who is coming, or should we look for another?” ’

In his prison John heard of ‘the kind of works that the Messiah was doing’, but what he heard did not fit in with his conception of the Messiah. That Jesus was the Messiah has already been stated in Matthew 1:1; Matthew 1:16-17. Thus this may be just Matthew’s interpretive comment, showing that he feels that he has by now quite definitely demonstrated that Jesus was the Messiah, and expects his readers to appreciate the fact. But it is quite possible that he wants us to know that that was also how John thought of Him, for John certainly saw Him as an ‘end day’ (apocalyptic) figure, ‘the Coming One’ (Matthew 3:11; compare Matthew 21:9; Matthew 23:39; John 6:14; John 11:27). But that was the point. He could not in that case quite understand what He was doing. (This was not the first time that John had been taken by surprise by Jesus (Matthew 3:14), revealing that he continually did not completely comprehend what the Coming One would be all about, and was required to respond in faith). So he sent his disciples to ask Jesus about Himself. Was He the Coming One, or should they be looking for someone else? That was the question. Could he expect instant action or had he to wait for another of a different kind from Jesus? He was not offended with Jesus. He just wanted to know. Perhaps he had been mistaken in his assumptions?

‘Another.’ The word indicates another of a different kind. What Jesus was doing did not quite fit in with his expectations.

What then was causing John’s difficulty? Perhaps it arose because he felt that it was time that Jesus commenced recruiting followers out of the great crowds that followed Him, so as to establish His Kingly Rule, something that He appeared not to be doing. On the other hand he had not even prepared in that way himself, which is against that suggestion. Even more possibly there may be a hint of what was in his thoughts when we consider what Jesus said later about the crowd’s view of Him, that he was an ascetic. Jesus had previously joined him in the wilderness. Perhaps John found it difficult to understand a prophetic figure Who now seemingly ate and drank with outcasts and sinners, held lightly to ritual (John was a priest from a priestly family), and discouraged His disciples from fasting. He had had no opportunity of discussing this with Him and it may well all have appeared to him very strange, for Judaism was a religion that took such things very seriously, and none more seriously than he had himself . Could such behaviour really reveal God’s Coming One? Perhaps there was even a hint in his words that he felt that Jesus should consider whether He was behaving quite as He should.

All this may have played a part, but Jesus’ reply suggests that He knew that his main problem lay in his misunderstanding of His ways. Thus Jesus knew that the way in which to satisfy him was to show him that, while not perhaps doing what John had expected, He was fulfilling what the Scriptures had promised, and what was more, Scriptures which were also connected with judgment.

‘He Who is coming.’ By this John may have meant the Messiah, or the Prophet of Deuteronomy 18:15 or Isaiah 61:1-3, or the coming Elijah (Malachi 4:5-6), all of whom were expected figures (see John 1:20; John 1:25). Or he may have had in mind some other expected figure. Some have traced the idea to Habakkuk 2:3 which speaks of something or someone who ‘will surely come’, and that ‘at the appointed time’. Others have thought of Genesis 49:10 and the ‘coming of Shiloh’ to gather the people, or of the Coming One of Psalms 118:26 Who will come in the name of the Lord. And still others of the Redeemer Who would come to Zion to turn away transgression from Jacob (Isaiah 59:20), which would tie in with the earlier citation of Isaiah 40:3 (see Matthew 3:3). But the fact that he expected the Coming One to pour out ‘Spirit and fire’ seems to point either to the Messiah (which could include some or all of the above), or alternatively to another, but more powerful, Elijah (compare 2 Kings 2:9-10; 2 Kings 2:15; 2 Kings 1:10; 2 Kings 1:12, and see also Revelation 11:5). He may indeed have combined the two ideas in the light of Malachi’s prophecies (Malachi 3:1 b, 2; Matthew 4:5-6), and even have included some of the other concepts. For while Jesus saw John as the coming Elijah (Matthew 11:14), it was not how John saw himself (John 1:21), although we should remember that that was a reply to people who were thinking literally of Elijah returning (something which Jesus did not believe either). He saw himself as the one who was sent to prepare the way for God to act (Matthew 3:3; John 1:23; compare Malachi 3:1 a), with a Greater yet to come. And Matthew will shortly make clear to his readers precisely Who that Coming One is (Matthew 12:17-21).

We should note that, contrary to popular opinion, Jesus was already ‘drenching’ His Apostles in Holy Spirit as is evidenced by His giving to them the power to heal, cleanse lepers, raise the dead and cast out evil spirits (Matthew 10:8), which they could not have done without the Holy Spirit (Matthew 12:28). But John might not have appreciated that, and he probably felt that the fire just did not appear to be on the horizon at all.

‘The disciples of John.’ We know almost nothing about the ‘disciples of John’. We do know that they fasted, and especially so because of what had happened to their leader (Matthew 9:14). It would appear therefore that they formed a recognised grouping similar to that of the Pharisees (and of the Essenes), loose but definite. And they possibly sought to pass on the teaching of John, and even to preach that the Kingly Rule of Heaven was coming. Of course those who like John the Baptist himself had come to believe that Jesus was the Messiah would transfer their allegiance to Jesus, as Peter, James, John and Andrew had done, although these particular ones who now came to Jesus may have been waiting to see first what would happen their leader. But there would be many disciples of John who had responded to his message when they had come to Jerusalem for the feasts, and who were now scattered around the world, and back in their own homes. And many of them probably continued to look ahead and hope for what John had promised, without necessarily believing that Jesus was the fulfilment of what John had taught, or indeed knowing much about Jesus (for many of them Palestine was far away). Certainly there appear to have been largish numbers of disciples of John around the world with whom the later church came into contact (e.g. Acts 19:1-6).

Verses 2-6
Jesus Assures John That He, Jesus, Is The Expected Coming One For Whom John Was Preparing The Way (11:2-6).
John, languishing in a dungeon in the Fortress of Machaerus, east of Jordan, (compare Matthew 4:12; Matthew 14:3-5), was clearly puzzled. He had come to prepare the way for the Coming One Who was promised, the One Who was to succeed him. And he had expected to hear of wonderful things happening. He had expected to hear of an even greater response of people than he himself had seen, with a powerful work of the Spirit of God taking place on them (Matthew 3:11-12), which would also result in fiery judgment being carried out on the ungodly (Matthew 3:7; Matthew 3:12), and this would include the king who had thrust him into this dungeon, and the introducing of God’s Kingly Rule (Matthew 3:11-12). But from the information that had reached him nothing highly unusual was happening at all. There did not seem to be any ominous stirrings. There was no sign of a righteous uprising like that spoken of at Qumran and by the Essenes. Everything just seemed to be going on almost as normal. He did not lose his faith in God’s promises. He was just perplexed, and wondered whether he had misinterpreted things. Perhaps he had been wrong in thinking that Jesus was the Coming One. Perhaps He was not the Coming One after all, and he must wait patiently for someone else? So he sent his disciples to Jesus to make enquiries.

In those days access to prisoners by close friends and relatives was allowed so that they could supply them with food and necessities (compare Matthew 25:36), and John appears to have been no exception. In his case his closest disciples had the courage to visit him and seek to sustain him, and it was these brave men who came to Jesus with John’s questions.

Analysis.
a Now when John heard in the prison the works of the Christ, he sent by his disciples, and said to him, “Are you he who is coming, or should we look for another?” (Matthew 11:2-3).

b And Jesus answered and said to them, “Go and tell John the things which you hear” (Matthew 11:4 a)

c “And see” (Matthew 11:4).

c “The blind receive their sight and the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed and the deaf hear, and the dead are raised up (Matthew 11:5 a).

b And the poor have good tidings preached to them” (Matthew 11:5 b).

a “And blessed is he, whoever shall find no occasion of stumbling in me” (Matthew 11:6).

Note that in ‘a’ comes John’s question and in the parallel is Jesus’ assurance. In ‘b’ is reference to what John’s disciples hear, and in the parallel it is the proclamation of the Good News. In ‘c’ is reference to what they see, and in the parallel is a description of what they see.

Verses 2-12
The Messiah Has Come, And One Who Is More Than the Messiah, Overcoming the Powers of Satan, And While Rejected By The Many He Is Revealing Himself And Being Accepted By Babes And By The Meek and Lowly And Those Who Do The Will Of His Father Who Form His New Household (11:2-12).
Central to this whole section is Matthew’s declaration of Jesus as the One Who has come ‘fulfilling’ the Isaianic prophecy concerning the Servant of YHWH (Matthew 12:17-21). For justification of this statement see the chiasmus below. As such He comes as the One Who is pleasing to God, and has God’s Spirit upon Him, bringing hope to the Gentiles and a ministry of restoration to His own people, as He triumphantly establishes righteousness and truth. And it is around this, and men’s response to it, that the whole section is constructed.

Indeed if we compare the passages before and after Matthew 12:17-21 we see a distinct difference in their emphases. Prior to the declaration concerning the coming Servant the emphasis is on Jesus as:

The Coming One Who is fulfilling the Scriptures concerning Himself (Matthew 11:3-6), and revealing His authority (Matthew 12:1-16), and His essential Oneness with the Father (Matthew 11:25-27).

The pressing forwards against all opposition of the Kingly Rule of Heaven which is now present among them, and for which John, the greatest of the prophets, had prepared the way (Matthew 11:7-15), which is manifested by the work of the Spirit of God (Matthew 12:28).

Thus while the people as a whole may have expressed their dissatisfaction with John and Himself (Matthew 11:16-19), and have ignored the signs which reveal Who He is (‘if the works which have been done in you’), something which can only result in their final judgment (Matthew 11:20-24), and while the Pharisees may have turned against Him (Matthew 12:2; Matthew 12:14), there are those who are religiously speaking babes, but who have been enlightened by His Father, and have come to see the truth about Him (Matthew 11:25-27). To them He has revealed the Father, so that they may walk in oneness with Himself as the One Who is meek and lowly (Matthew 11:28-30).

However, once the declaration of Him as the Spirit anointed and beloved Servant of YHWH has been made (Matthew 12:17-21), we are suddenly faced with what lies behind all this opposition, the activities of the powers of evil (Matthew 12:22-32; Matthew 12:43-45). These are seen to be what is responsible for the unresponsiveness of the Jews, although only because their hearts are evil (Matthew 12:33-37). And this is accompanied by an assurance that these evil powers will be defeated by the power of the Spirit Whose presence in Him reveals that the Kingly Rule of God has come upon them as God’s prospective people (Matthew 12:28). Nevertheless many will sadly fail to respond and will therefore discover that their position becomes seven times worse than before (Matthew 12:43-45). The section then ends with Jesus introducing His new family (Matthew 12:46-50), His new household, the ones who have been delivered from the ‘despoiled’ household of Satan (Matthew 12:29). These form a new ‘household’ which again demonstrates that the Kingly Rule of Heaven is being established. Indeed we could see as lying behind this section the words spoken to Paul by God in Acts, ‘to turn them from darkness to light (Matthew 11:25-30), and from the power of Satan to God (Matthew 12:28-29)’.

But there are also a number of other themes in the section. The first is the theme of the misunderstanding of His ministry. The section opens with the puzzlement of John, the one who has announced Him (Matthew 11:2-6). It continues with the puzzlement of the people who can understand neither John nor Him (Matthew 11:16-19), nor His signs (Matthew 11:20-24). And that is followed by the puzzlement of the Pharisees (Matthew 12:1-15). But with that puzzlement comes Jesus’ assurance that the ones whom His Father have blessed will see and understand. Thus John will be blessed in this way in Matthew 11:6, and all Jesus’ disciples will be blessed in this way in Matthew 11:25-30. For they will come to see that He is the Servant of YHWH promised by Isaiah, Who coming as the chosen and beloved of YHWH. He will have His Spirit upon Him, and will accomplish His purpose in meekness and lowliness, finally restoring and bringing to a flame all God’s true people, which will also include the nations as a whole (Matthew 12:17-21). Satan will be put to flight and the eyes of the blind will be opened and their tongues released (Matthew 12:21-32) so that they will do and say what is true (Matthew 12:33-37), thus being revealed as His Messianic family (Matthew 12:46-50).

Another theme is that of Who Jesus is (a constant theme in the Gospel). He is the Christ (Matthew 11:2), the One Who has been announced by the new Elijah (Matthew 11:9; Matthew 11:14); the Son of Man (Matthew 11:19; Matthew 12:8; Matthew 12:32; Matthew 12:40); the chosen and beloved Servant of YHWH (Matthew 12:18); the Son of David (Matthew 12:23); the Spirit anointed One (Matthew 12:18; Matthew 12:28; Matthew 12:32); the One Whose Messianic signs should bring forth repentance (Matthew 11:20-24); the One Who is greater than Jonah or Solomon (Matthew 12:41-42). And in direct contrast are those who fail to respond to Him, ‘this (evil) generation’ (Matthew 11:16; Matthew 12:45); who behave like spoiled children (Matthew 11:16-19); who refuse to repent (Matthew 11:20-24); who criticise His actions (Matthew 12:2; Matthew 12:10); who include Scribes and Pharisees (Matthew 12:2; Matthew 12:14; Matthew 12:24; Matthew 12:38), who are active against Him; and yet who think of themselves as ‘wise and understanding’ (Matthew 11:25; compare Matthew 11:19).

A further theme is the presence of the Kingly Rule of Heaven. It has been manifested by signs (Matthew 11:5), prepared for by John the Baptiser (Matthew 11:10; Matthew 11:14), is coming in forcefully (Matthew 11:12), and is manifested by the Son of Man’s Lordship over the Sabbath (Matthew 12:8), and by the Spirit’s working (Matthew 12:28) which evidences the fact that ‘the Kingly Rule of God has come upon them’.

And finally there is the theme of judgment. For although He has come to save, His very being here is a guarantee of coming judgment (John 3:19-21; John 12:47-48). It will come on those who see His signs and refuse to repent (Matthew 11:20-24); on those who blaspheme against the Holy Spirit at work through Him (Matthew 12:32); on those who refuse to respond to His preaching (Matthew 12:41-42); and on those whose repentance ha only been half-hearted (Matthew 12:45).

The Whole Section Can Be Analysed As Follows
a He is questioned as to whether He is the Coming one, and replies, ‘Tell John what you see’, that is, the Messianic signs. He then stresses to the crowds the greatness of John the Baptist, but points out that the coming of the Kingly Rule of Heaven transcends John, and that it is now coming forcefully - the new age is here (Matthew 11:2-15).

b This generation, who have come to see John and Jesus, and have declared that they do not fit in with what they want - for on the one hand they criticise John for being an Ascetic, and on the other they criticise Jesus for being a Winebibber - are like children playing games. Wisdom is justified by her works (what she produces) (Matthew 11:16-19).

c Diatribe against Chorazin, Bethsaida and Capernaum, who are contrasted with Tyre, Sidon and Sodom (Gentile cities), for having rejected what they have seen. It will be worse for the cities of Israel in the Day of Judgment than for them (Matthew 11:20-24).

d On the other hand what is hidden from the wise is revealed to babes. Only the Father truly knows the Son, and only the Son truly knows and reveals the Father, and those to whom He has chosen to reveal Him - (what is in the heart of God is being revealed through His sent One, His Word) (Matthew 11:25-27).

e Jesus calls His disciples to “Come to Me - receive My yoke - I am meek and lowly in heart - My yoke is easy, My burden light” - and His people will be known by what they are (Matthew 11:28-30).

f Challenge in the cornfield - Jesus gives the example of what David did and of what the priests do in the Temple - but now One greater than the Temple is here, and One greater than David, for He is the Son of Man, Lord of the Sabbath (Matthew 12:1-8).

g He heals the man with the withered hand on the Sabbath, symptomatic of Israel’s state - but the Pharisees being blind plan to destroy Him - Jesus withdraws and continues His healing signs, but urges the crowds to silence concerning them (Matthew 12:9-16).

h By all this Jesus is fulfilling the Isaianic prophecy of the Servant of YHWH. Behold My Servant - My Spirit is on Him - He will gently restore His people and in Him will the Gentiles hope (Matthew 12:17-21).

g He heals a demon possessed, blind and dumb man, symptomatic of Israel’s state - “is not this the Son of David?” (Matthew 12:22-23).

f The Beelzeboul controversy - one greater than Satan is here to spoil Satan’s goods and reveal by His casting out of evil spirits by the power of the Spirit that the Kingly Rule of God has come upon them (Matthew 12:22-30).

e The unforgivable sin is to reject the Spirit’s testimony to Him manifested through the openly revealed power of God. If a tree is good its fruit is good - if it is not good its fruit will not be good - a tree is known by its fruit (Matthew 12:31-33).

d What is in the heart comes from the mouth revealing the truth about men - they are justified or condemned by their words (Matthew 12:34-37).

c Scribes and Pharisees seek a sign - but only the sign of the prophet Jonah will be given - it is the sign of the resurrection - Nineveh and Sheba (Gentiles) will rise in judgment against them because they have not repented, because a greater than Jonah, and a greater than Solomon is here (Matthew 12:38-42).

b An unclean spirit leaves and returns with seven worse than himself, so that the last state worse is than the first - so it will be with this generation (Matthew 12:43-45).

a His natural mother and brothers are replaced by the Messiah’s new family, those who do the will of His Father in Heaven. The new community is founded, the new age is here (Matthew 12:46-50).

Note that in ‘a’ the emphasis is on the fact that the new age is here and is revealed by a new attitude, and the same applies in the parallel. In ‘b’ the present generation come out to seek John and Jesus and are dissatisfied with both, for opposing reasons, and receive neither to their hearts - wisdom is evidenced by what it produces, and in the parallel we see the other side of the picture, the evil spirit leaves them alone for a time, but when they remain empty (because they have not responded to either John or Jesus) returns and takes possession with seven other worse spirits. This is what is happening to this generation. In ‘c’ comparison is made between the cities of Israel and their rejection of Jesus’ revelation of Himself, which will reveal them to be in a worse state than the cities of the Gentiles, and in the parallel comparison is made between the response of Israel to Jesus, and the response of Nineveh and the Queen of Sheba (representing Gentile cities) to Jonah and Solomon, which will count against Israel in the judgment. In ‘d’ we have a vivid description of the truth of God dawning in men’s hearts and being revealed through Jesus (through Whom God is speaking, revealing the heart of God) Who knows God and makes Him known, and in the parallel this is compared and contrasted with what comes from men’s hearts and is revealed through their words. In ‘e’ those who are His will reveal themselves by what they are as a result of coming to Him, and in the parallel a tree is known by its fruit, revealing what it is. In ‘f’ Jesus as the Son of David is greater than David the King (Matthew 1:6) and is greater than the Temple, and as the Son of Man He is Lord of the Sabbath (demonstrating the presence of the Kingly Rule of God), and in the parallel He is greater than Beelzeboul the prince of devils, and in casting out devils by the Spirit of God is demonstrating that the Kingly Rule of God has come on them. In ‘g’ Jesus heals the man with the withered hand (symptomatic of Israel) on the Sabbath but the Pharisees prove themselves blind (see Matthew 23:16-17; Matthew 23:19; Matthew 23:24; Matthew 23:26), while the crowd whom He heals are commanded to be dumb, and in the parallel He heals a man possessed by an evil spirit that makes a man blind and dumb, (symptomatic of Israel,) being thus recognised as the Son of David by the crowds while the Pharisees are blind. Centrally in ‘h’ He is the fulfilment of Isaiah’s prophecies as the Servant of YHWH, Who will bring justice and truth to the Gentiles, and Who will deal gently with His people, restoring the broken reed and bringing to flame the smoking flax (compare Matthew 11:25; Matthew 11:28-30), until He victoriously brings in justice and truth. In His Name will the Gentiles hope (compare Matthew 12:41-42).

The section opens with Jesus sending to John the Baptist in prison the evidence that He is the Coming One (Matthew 11:2-6), which He follows up by informing the crowds of the greatness of John, and of the even greater thing that has happened in the coming in Him of the Kingly Rule of Heaven which is forcing its way on men against all opposition (or is being forcefully entered by men) (Matthew 11:7-15). He then upbraids them for their inconsistency (Matthew 11:16-19), and warns the cities where He has preached the most, of the judgment that awaits them because of their failure to respond in repentance, which makes them worse that the Gentiles (Matthew 11:20-24). In contrast with this He commends to His Father those who have had revealed to them the truth about Him, and reveals his own relationship to the Father as the Son Who alone knows the Father, and Who as such will reveal the Father to the disciples (Matthew 11:25-27), something which He then connects with an appeal for His followers to become meek and lowly like Himself (Matthew 11:28-30). We have in this an echo of the beatitudes (Matthew 5:3-9) in which the blessing of God has resulted in His people being meek and lowly, and an echo of the remainder of the Sermon on the Mount in which He has given His revelation of the Father (Matthew 5:44 to Matthew 7:21). We should note the way in which this is presented. From Matthew 11:2-24 His words are spoken out to those who are outside the Kingly Rule of Heaven, but when He begins to deal with questions concerning those who are within the Kingly Rule of Heaven, His words go upwards. They are a colony of Heaven (Philippians 3:20). Two incidents are then described (Matthew 12:1-16) which reveal His Messianic right to determine what shall be done on the Sabbath. In these, as the Son of Man, He is revealed as Lord over the Sabbath (Matthew 12:8), and brings out the blindness and hard-heartedness of the Pharisees.

Up to this point then the emphasis has been on the rejection by the many of the revelation of God given in the light of His Messianic works, an indication that they walk the broad way to destruction (Matthew 11:16-24; Matthew 12:1-16), and on the comparatively few who have seen the truth about Him, and whom He calls to walk in His ways in the narrow way (Matthew 11:25-30). And it is at this point that Matthew introduces the quotation from Isaiah 42:1-4, which he sees as being ‘fulfilled’ in Jesus. In this he emphasises that Jesus is among them as God’s chosen and beloved Servant (compare Matthew 3:17), who is totally pleasing to Him in what He is doing (Matthew 11:26) and Who, empowered by the Spirit (Matthew 3:11-12; Matthew 3:16; Matthew 12:28), will bring righteous truth to the Gentiles (Matthew 11:21; Matthew 12:41-42), and by His patient working as the One Who is meek and lowly in heart (Matthew 11:28-30), among those who will respond, will send forth righteous truth until total success is achieved, and all in promises which include hope for the Gentiles (as indicated in Matthew 11:20-24; Matthew 12:41-42). So there is in Matthew no thought of doubt or fear in what might seem outward failure, for God’s mighty spiritual warrior is at work bringing salvation and deliverance.

Following this Old Testament revelation concerning Jesus’ ministry there then comes a change in emphasis. Previously all has been about declaration, response, scepticism and opposition. But now the atmosphere changes and it is as though Jesus lifts up the stone of the world in order to reveal what is happening in the darkness beneath it. The forces of evil are shown to be at work in Israel behind the scenes. They are first emphasised in that they are seen as causing blindness and dumbness, for Jesus now casts out a blind and deaf and dumb spirit (Matthew 12:22-23), just as a blind and deaf and dumb Spirit needs to be cast out of Israel. He then explains in more depth that He is present by the Spirit of God to cast out the powers of evil and ‘spoil’ Satan’s household revealing the presence of the Kingly Rule of God (Matthew 12:28-29 compare Matthew 12:18). Teaching is then given connected with this which looks below the surface to the heart of man, and reveals what is beneath, teaching concerning the fact that what men are in their hearts will inevitably be revealed by what they say, by which also they will be judged (Matthew 12:33-37); and He follows it with a warning that He will give no spectacular signs (other than those presented in His ministry as described to John the Baptist) apart from one already given by God, a fore-presentation of His coming resurrection as the Son of Man (Matthew 12:40), as illustrated by what happened to the prophet Jonah (Matthew 12:39-40).

This leads on to a comparison between the Gentiles who responded to Jonah and Solomon, and the present generation of Jews. The acceptance by the Gentiles of the messages of Jonah and Solomon are contrasted with the Jews’ lack of response to a greater than Jonah and Solomon Who is now here (Matthew 12:41-42), an attitude which He then illustrates by the parable of the spirit who left a man, but who in the end, because the man’s heart remained empty and unresponsive towards God, returned to the man with seven spirits worse than himself (Matthew 12:43-45). And this is specifically said to represent ‘this evil generation’ (Matthew 12:45). So the point behind all this is that Jesus, having come by the power of the Spirit as God’s chosen One, is putting the spirit world of evil to flight in Israel, but that a Judaism that fails to respond to His coming and to His words, can only expect to end up in a much worse condition than they were before He came, with their minds darkened by the powers of evil.

The coming of the new age is then finally illustrated by Jesus’ own attitude towards His earthly family and His heavenly family (Matthew 12:46-50). The earthly has been replaced by the heavenly. Those are now His brother, sister and mother who do the will of His Father Who is in Heaven (Matthew 12:50).

Having surveyed the whole we must now examine the section verse by verse, commencing with chapter 11. It will be noted that chapter 11 also falls into a pattern:

a The Coming One and the Kingly Rule of Heaven are revealed to those who see the signs of the Messiah (Matthew 11:2-15).

b In contrast are those who refuse to see and respond either to John or to Jesus because they are like children playing games (Matthew 11:16-19).

b This is followed by His condemnation of those who fail to read the signs that have been given by Jesus and whose future is therefore bleak (Matthew 11:20-24).

a This is then followed by an indication of His special relationship with those who do read the signs, hear His words and follow Him (Matthew 11:25-30).

Verse 4
‘And Jesus answered and said to them, “Go and tell John the things which you hear and see,” ’

Jesus responds to their request by telling them to take a message from Him to John. They were to spell out the detail of what was happening. They were to tell John what they heard and saw, and He gives them the message word for word, for He knows that John will hear and understand, for he is one who is blessed by God.

‘Hearing and seeing’ is very important in Matthew. It has in mind hearts that are responsive to the truth (Matthew 11:15; Matthew 13:9; Matthew 13:17), or, in the negative, hearts that are not responsive (Matthew 13:14-15; Matthew 5:8; Matthew 10:27). And Jesus knows that John will hear and see.

Verse 5
“The blind receive their sight and the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed and the deaf hear, and the dead are raised up, and the poor have good tidings preached to them.”

We have already noted how all these ‘signs’ have been fulfilled in the ministry of Jesus as outlined in Matthew 8:1 to Matthew 9:35. See introduction to Matthew 8:1. Jesus is here thus recounting to John the details of His ministry. They are also the signs that His Apostles will perform, something which stresses their importance in the Messianic ministry (Matthew 10:8). And He words His reply so as to make clear that it has in mind the prophecies of Isaiah, and are also a reminder of the ministries of Elijah and Elisha. For ‘the blind receive their sight, and the lame walk, --- and the deaf hear’ we can compare Isaiah 35:5-6, ‘the eyes of the blind will be opened, and the ears of the deaf will be unstopped, then will the lame man leap like a deer, and the tongue of the dumb will sing.’ We can also note Isaiah 29:18-19, ‘and in that day shall the deaf hear --- and the eyes of the blind will see --’, where he is speaking of spiritual truth, the verbal similarity thus being a direct hint to John that like those of whom Isaiah was speaking he is to see and understand. And these were events which were to take place at the time of the restoration of Israel, and would accompany the fact that God would also judge His people (Isaiah 35:4). They were therefore very relevant to John’s view of the Coming One, This connection between these Isaianic promises and the Messiah is also found at Qumran. Note also in Jesus’ words ‘the dead are raised up’ which echoes Isaiah 26:19 ‘your dead shall live’.

This healing ministry of Jesus again looks back to Matthew 8:17 where ‘He bore our afflictions and carried our sicknesses’. But we may also compare it with Matthew 12:17-20 where He cares for the bruised reed and the smoking flax. It is swallowed up between the two, stressing the Servanthood of Jesus

However, ‘the lepers are cleansed --- and the dead are raised up’ was probably also intended to indicate that a greater than Elijah and Elisha was here. The remarkable healing of a leper by Elisha (although in his case indirectly - 2 Kings 5), and the raising of the dead by both Elijah and Elisha (1 Kings 17:17-24; 2 Kings 4:32-37), were seen as outstanding and memorable miracles which demonstrated their uniqueness, for they were the only examples of such miracles. So to heal lepers and raise the dead in the plural as to be greater than Elijah and Elisha. And that Jesus in other ways fulfilled even more abundantly what they had begun will later come out in the feeding of the five thousand and the four thousand, for which compare the feeding of one hundred in 2 Kings 4:42-44. And they too were men of the Spirit (2 Kings 2:9; 2 Kings 2:15), another connection with Matthew 12:17-20. So Jesus is certainly depicting Himself as greater than Elijah and Elisha combined. He sums up in Himself all the wonders of the prophets.

‘And the poor have good tidings preached to them.” This is an echo of Isaiah 61:1, thus identifying Jesus with the anointed Prophet in a passage which is also accompanied by a warning of coming judgment (Isaiah 61:2), which is again a point of contact with Matthew 12:17-20. Thus Jesus’ words were to be recognised by John as indicating that Jesus really was the Coming One in three aspects, the Coming One of Isaiah, the Coming One Who was greater than Elijah, and the Coming Prophet and bearer of Good News, and their contexts would confirm to John that the judgment that he was expecting would indeed at some stage inevitably follow (notice Jesus’ certainty concerning John’s knowledge of the Scriptures).

Note how the six items are split into two pairs of healings, followed by the raising of the dead and the proclamation of Good News, each of the last two standing on its own (the split distinguished by the use of ‘and’ (kai)). He is thus the overall healer and cleanser, the raiser of the dead and the proclaimer of the Good News.

Verse 6
“And blessed is he, whoever shall find no occasion of stumbling in me.”

And then He adds a rider to what He has said so as to remind John that although he may not understand, he must trust and believe. He must not stumble over the fact that Jesus is not exactly what he was expecting, for great prophet that he was, even his understanding was limited by his background and expectations. This reference to Jesus being a possible stumbling block links Him with Isaiah 8:24-25 where God Himself is the stumbling block.

Yet this is more than a rider, it is a reply to John’s question. By accepting Jesus for what He is and truly believing, he will prove that he has been greatly blessed by God, and will continue to be blessed (note the echo of the beatitudes in Matthew 5:3-9). As in Matthew 5:3-9 ‘blessed’ means ‘blessed by God’. That is why He knows that John will take His words to heart and be comforted, because it will result from God acting in blessing on him (as in Matthew 11:25.

Verse 7
‘And as these went their way, Jesus began to say to the crowds concerning John, “What did you go out into the wilderness to see? A reed shaken with the wind?” ’

Jesus begins to impress on the crowds the greatness of John. He questions them as to what it was about John that caused them to flock to see him. What made them go into the wilderness? Certainly not just a reed (or a reedbed) shaking in the wind. That was too common a sight. Or was it the weakness and frailty of the reed that Jesus had in mind? A reed was helpless before the wind, and vulnerable (1 Kings 14:15), but possibly Jesus wants them to acknowledge that John was not like that. Note the connection with the later quotation from Isaiah in Matthew 12:20. There the Servant will deal tenderly with the broken reed. He has not come only for such as John.

Verses 7-15
Jesus Expresses His Full Appreciation of John But Points Out That Now Something Even Greater Has Come, The Coming In Force Of The Kingly Rule of Heaven (11:7-15).
Having sent His assurance to John Jesus now turns to the crowds, both in order to vindicate John and also to bring out an even more important fact, that what John had pointed to was now here. He declares that John is the greatest of all the prophets, because he has introduced what other prophets could only look forward to. As the introducer of the Coming One he is thus set in status above them all. He is the one promised in the Scriptures, the preparer of the way (Matthew 3:3; compare Isaiah 40:3), the coming Elijah (Matthew 11:14 compare Malachi 4:5).

But now what he has introduced is coming into fruition. The Kingly Rule of Heaven is forcefully coming in (Matthew 11:12). And all who enter that Kingly Rule will be greater than John, for they will enjoy a status that he as the introducer could not have. They will be directly servants of the King. And to be such a servant is to be the greatest in the Kingly Rule of Heaven (Matthew 20:26; Matthew 23:11). Precisely how forcefully His Kingly Rule will come in will shortly be revealed in Matthew 12:22-32. And it is coming in through Jesus (Matthew 12:28) in His manifestation of His power through the Spirit over all the forces of darkness.

Analysis.
a And as these went their way, Jesus began to say to the crowds concerning John, “What did you go out into the wilderness to see? A reed shaken with the wind? But what did you go out to see? A man clothed in delicate clothing? Behold, those who wear delicate clothing are in kings’ houses” (Matthew 11:7-8).

b “But why did you go out? To see a prophet? Yes, I say to you, and much more than a prophet” (Matthew 11:9).

c “This is he, of whom it is written, ‘Behold, I send my messenger before your face, Who will prepare your way before you’ ” (Matthew 11:10).

d “Truly I say to you, Among those who are born of women there has not arisen a greater than John the Baptist. Yet he who is least in the Kingly Rule of heaven is greater than he” (Matthew 11:11).

c “And from the days of John the Baptist until now the kingly rule of heaven has been forcefully advancing (or ‘suffers violence’), and men of violence take it by force” (Matthew 11:12).

b “For all the prophets and the law prophesied until John” (Matthew 11:13).

a “And if you are willing to receive it, this is Elijah, who is to come. He who has ears to hear, let him hear” (Matthew 11:14-15).

Not that in ‘a’ the question is as to what is basic about John, and in the parallel we discover it is that he is the coming Elijah. In ‘b the question is whether he is a prophet, and in the parallel mention is made of all the prophets. In ‘c’ he is to prepare the way for the coming king, and in the parallel the kingly rule of the king advances. Centrally in ‘d’ is the ‘greatness’ of all who are under the Kingly Rule of Heaven.

Verse 8
“But what did you go out to see? A man clothed in soft clothing? Behold, those who wear soft clothing are in kings’ houses.”

Note how well the pictures fit together, on the one hand the humble reed, on the other the mighty courtier. The one is found in the wilderness, but is hardly worth gong out to see, the other might be worth going out to see, but is not found in the wilderness. John was, however, neither and both. He was both worth going out to see, and was in the wilderness. For he was a prophet of God. He was not a thing to be blown about, nor an arrogant man of earthly authority and power, living at ease and in luxury. He was a true prophet of a kind that Israel had been waiting for.

Verse 9
“But why did you go out? To see a prophet? Yes, I say to you, and much more than a prophet.”

Why then did they go out into the wilderness? Was it to see a prophet? Yes, it was. And indeed it was to see more than a prophet, it was to see the special prophet whom God had sent to prepare the way for God to finally act to bring about the consummation.

Verse 10
“This is he, of whom it is written, ‘Behold, I send my messenger before your face, Who will prepare your way before you.’ ”

‘It is written.’ This always signifies words which have the authority of God because they come from the Scripture. What is so written is God’s truth.

And what was written? That the prophet that they had gone out to see was the one announced beforehand by Scripture, the very messenger of God, who was sent by Him to announce the coming of His Chosen One. The words are taken from Malachi 3:1 as affected by Exodus 23:20, and are as found in both Mark and Luke. But they are slightly different from LXX. For while LXX has God sending a messenger to prepare the way for Himself, here the messenger is sent to prepare the way for His Messiah, that is, for Jesus. This application of verses which speak of God to Jesus is common in the New Testament. It is interpretive translation. But for Jesus to so casually apply it to Himself brings out the unique status that He claimed as ‘the Son’ (Matthew 11:27).

Verse 11
“Truly I say to you, Among those who are born of women there has not arisen a greater than John the Baptist. Yet he who is least in the Kingly Rule of heaven is greater than he.”

And then Jesus makes clear that in Himself a new age has begun. It is the time of consummation (even if it will last for two thousand years and more). The Kingly Rule of Heaven is now being established on earth (it has always been established in Heaven - Psalms 22:28; Psalms 103:19; Psalms 93:1, etc). And the one who is least in the Kingly Rule of Heaven is greater than John, for John is a figure of the old age, preparatory to the Kingly Rule, but not under it. Indeed he is the greatest of all born in that age. For of men born of women none has arisen who was greater than John the Baptist. And what this statement is telling us is not that he is greater than Moses, and Elijah, and David per se, (such comparisons would be odious), but that he is greater than them all because he is the Introducer of Jesus. He has a higher office than all the others, and it is that which gives him his greatness, that he is the one appointed to prepare the way for Jesus, and declared to be such in Scripture. And let us consider what that tells us about the greatness of Jesus. It tells us that He towers above them all, and that all point to Him.

And yet, and here is the remarkable thing, even the one who is least under the Kingly Rule of Heaven is ‘greater than John’. That must make us pause. How can that be? And the reply is that John, and all who came before him pointed ahead to the day when the King would come. But they had no place in the Kingly Rule of Heaven on earth, for the King had not yet come. But now all who come under the Kingly Rule of Heaven on earth, by responding to and submitting to Jesus the King, are becoming His servants by being the light of the world (Matthew 5:14-16), and are bringing men and women into His Kingly Rule, and there is no greater status than that.

Some have seen ‘he that is least (or youngest)’ as applying to Jesus, so that it is He Who is greater than John the Baptist. But that would not have needed to be said. It was intrinsic in the fact that John had prepared the way for Him. What was startling was that a new age had begun in which all who served God had a unique greatness, the greatness of personal service to the King (Matthew 20:25-28; Luke 22:24-27; Mark 9:34-37) and of being involved in the new salvation. The greatness lay in their status, just as John’s greatness lay in his status. It is telling us that all true status in the world is to be measured against the position of men in the light of Jesus.

But we must note what being in the Kingly Rule of Heaven involves. It is not the same thing as being a member of the Christian church (although it is the same thing as being a living member of Christ’s body). Being in the Kingly Rule of Heaven involves being in genuine submission to the King. Many outwardly appear to be in the Kingly Rule of Heaven who are in fact ‘sons of the Evil One’ (Matthew 13:38). But it is only the ‘sons of the Kingly Rule’ (Matthew 13:38) who are really within the sphere of the Kingly Rule of Heaven, for they alone truly serve the King.

Of course it is important to remember here that greatness in the Kingly Rule of Heaven is not to be measured by earthly standards. True greatness in the Kingly Rule of God is evidenced by unflagging and totally unselfish service (Matthew 20:25-28). It is found in self-denial, in the taking up of the cross to follow Jesus. It is found in being ‘the least’, the one who serves (Mark 9:35; Luke 22:24-27). And once a man truly does that, he is truly great with a greatness that is unsurpassed. It is the greatness of privilege. He has a status beyond all others.

It may be asked, does this mean then that John was not included in the Kingly Rule of Heaven? And the answer is that in his office as the preparer of the way, he was not included in the Kingly Rule of Heaven on earth. For it was Jesus Who brought in the Kingly Rule of Heaven on earth after John was imprisoned. He was announced as King after His baptism, but He did not begin to take on the role until John was put in prison. It was true evidence of His graciousness that while John was still preaching Jesus played a subordinate role to him. He preached alongside him and was concerned when more began to seek to Him rather than to John (John 3:22-24; John 4:1-3). It was only when John was imprisoned that Jesus began to introduce the Kingly Rule of Heaven (Mark 1:14-15), as revealed in His mighty works, consolidating what John and He had begun, and revealing the Kingly Rule as now present (Matthew 12:28). John could never as a prophet be a part of the Kingly Rule on earth (even though his followers possibly could - Matthew 21:31-32), for he was pointing towards it, and for him to enter under the Kingly Rule of Heaven would have involved him becoming officially subordinate to Jesus. And that was something that Jesus in His graciousness would not allow. He was, however, along with all the prophets, certainly an inheritor of the Kingly Rule in Heaven (Luke 13:28).

Verse 12
“And from the days of John the Baptist until now the kingly rule of heaven is forcefully advancing (or ‘suffers violence’), and men of violence are taking it by force.”

A number of questions are immediately raised by this verse, although the problems of exact interpretation do not take away from its central meaning, which is that the Kingly Rule of Heaven is ‘now’ manifested on earth, and is either 1). forcefully advancing in the face of all opposition, or 2). is being forcefully entered by those who are becoming Jesus’ disciples, or 3). is being subjected to the violence of its opponents. This fact of the present existence of the Kingly Rule of Heaven must not be lost sight of in the discussion that follows.

The probable meaning of this is that the triumphant establishment of God’s Kingly Rule (the word means not His Kingdom but His Kingship) on earth has begun, being advanced each time someone genuinely becomes a disciple, that is, ‘comes to Christ’, and is taken up and appropriated by His saving power (or in other terms is ‘truly converted’). It will not finally result in the world becoming ‘the Kingdom of God’. Rather the Kingly Rule of God is among them or ‘within them’ (Luke 17:21). The world as a whole will continue in rebellion (Jesus made that clear from the start - Matthew 7:13-27. He never thought that all the Jews would accept His Kingly Rule). And when the King calls the world into judgment, it is then that those who are His will enter ‘the life of the age to come’ in Heaven (Matthew 25:46), while those who have refused to respond will enter into everlasting punishment.

With regard to the three main alternatives suggested the idea that the Kingly Rule of Heaven is being violently attacked by opponents does not fit the context. While it is true that John has suffered at the hands of Herod it was in fact a personal matter. John had rebuked Herod for stealing his brother’s wife. But it was not an actual attack, except indirectly, on the Kingly Rule of Heaven. It is true that such hostility is indicated in chapter 10, but while the disciples might well have suffered under it, why mention it here out of the blue, except possibly in 12b as an after-comment?

But what is rather true here is that in the process of vindicating John we have just been told of the one who is least in the Kingly Rule of Heaven who is greater than John. And we would then inevitably ask, why? Further information and explanation concerning its establishment therefore fits the context. Furthermore we would also expect some evidence in respect of the success of John’s ministry which accorded with the Scripture quoted in Matthew 11:10, an indication of what he had accomplished by his preparing of the way, as demonstrated by a comment on the advancement of the cause of the One for Whom he had prepared the way. That would therefore support either the meaning that that Kingly Rule is now ‘forcefully advancing’ or the idea that it is being ‘entered violently’ by those who are responding. This last idea is certainly supported by Luke 16:16, spoken on another occasion, but the problem with this is that there is no hint in Matthew of violence in relation to entry into the Kingly Rule, apart possibly from the description of the way as ‘afflicted’ in Matthew 7:14. The emphasis is more on meekness and lowliness. (But see the next paragraph below). However there is certainly a clear indication of the violent advancement of the Kingly Rule of God in Matthew 12:28-29 where Jesus speaks of Himself as defeating and binding the strong man Satan through the power of the Spirit so that He might release his captives (spoil his goods). This would suggest therefore that we should translate ‘forcefully advancing’, with that in mind.

And as well as these factors another factor has to be taken into account, and that is that the idea of the Kingly Rule being ‘forcefully advanced’ is found in Pharisaic teaching. They spoke of bringing in the end of the age ‘by force’ through fasting and study of the Law. Thus the idea of spiritually ‘violent’ methods bringing in God’s Kingly Rule is not limited to Jesus, and this might suggest that Jesus is here speaking of advancing the Kingly Rule of Heaven through His emphatic teaching in the Sermon on the Mount and the response to it by His disciples, fitting in with the idea in Luke 16:16. We might therefore see His words as referring to the Kingly Rule forcefully advancing through the ‘violent’ spiritual activity of Him and His disciples, both in His teaching and in their opposition to evil spirits.

‘From the days of John the Baptist until now.’ The phrase ‘the days of John the Baptist’ refers to the time of his preaching ministry. During that time he had proclaimed that ‘the Kingly Rule of Heaven is at hand’ (Matthew 3:2), and was calling men to repent in readiness for it. That had been the introductory phase. But to John the Kingly Rule of Heaven was still in the future. He saw it as something yet to happen. He did not see himself as establishing the Kingly Rule of Heaven, or his followers as coming under ‘the Kingly Rule of Heaven’. That was to happen when the Coming One arrived Who would baptise men with Holy Spirit and fire, gathering the wheat into the barn, and burning up the chaff with unquenchable fire (Matthew 3:11-12). He was thus in his own eyes the last of the prophets prior to the establishing of the Kingly Rule of Heaven. And that is why Jesus could say that the one who was least in the Kingly Rule of Heaven was ‘greater’ (in privilege and status) than he.

But Jesus probably did see the Kingly Rule of Heaven as having begun to be established while John was preaching. For He tells the chief priests and elders (and possibly the Pharisees - Matthew 21:45) that while they have delayed responding to the Kingly Rule of God, public servants and sinners ‘are going into the Kingly Rule of God before them’ because they believed the preaching of John. And they are doing it by responding to the commands of the Father and thus doing the will of the Father (Matthew 21:28-31, compare Matthew 7:21). And then He points out that, in spite of this, the chief priests and elders, with the Pharisees, will still will not enter it (Matthew 21:31-32). All this emphasises that entering under the Kingly Rule of Heaven was in His eyes for them a present experience. It was not something that awaited the future.

Whether Jesus meant by this that they actually entered the Kingly Rule of God under John’s ministry, or are entering it now under His own ministry as a result of having believed John’s message, is not made clear, although the overall impression in context is that they heard John, believed his words, and began to do the will of the Father and thus entered under the Kingly Rule of God. But either way Jesus saw them as entering the Kingly Rule of God at that time.

What is therefore certain is that the Kingly Rule of Heaven is being established now that John is in prison, for ‘from the days of John the Baptist until now’ the Kingly Rule had begun to forcibly advance. The forcible nature of the advance is explained in Matthew 12:28-29. The powers of darkness are being put to flight, and Jesus pictures it in terms of ‘spoiling’ Satan’s household, that is entering it and seizing some of his possessions. It was indeed only after John was imprisoned that we are told that Jesus advanced into Galilee and began to cast out evil spirits. On the other hand He had certainly performed some miracles earlier (John 2:11; John 2:23; John 3:2).

The question of whether the Kingly Rule of Heaven began to be established during John’s ministry or awaited Jesus’ sole ministry is a technicality, for without question John, who came ‘in the way of righteousness’, had a part to play in its establishment, whether in a preparatory way or more. But whichever way it was the important thing to recognise is that in one way or another the Kingly Rule of Heaven began with Jesus’ presence as God’s chosen and beloved One (Matthew 3:17; Matthew 12:18) to Whom John pointed.

And along with that would come the forcefulness of men who eagerly pressed into it (Luke 16:16). The timing is similar in Luke 16:16, ‘the Law and the prophets were until John, since then the Kingly Rule of God is preached and every man presses into it (enters it violently)’. This division between ‘the Law and the Prophets’ and ‘the Kingly Rule of God indicates either that the Kingly Rule began to be preached by John, with men then pressing into it, or that it began after he had ceased preaching. It depends how we interpret ‘since’ (whether as inclusive or exclusive). But either way the present tenses indicate that it is ‘now’ happening. Note that to become a disciple here involves ‘violence’. The past has to be thrust aside, genuine repentance has to take place, life has to begin anew, the cross has to be taken up because the bearer has become a revolutionary against all that his old life stood for, and Jesus must be followed. That was why Paul could liken it to the journey through the wilderness, with gross sin needing to be thrust aside (1 Corinthians 10:1-13 in the context of Matthew 9:24-27).

‘Men of violence are taking it by force.’ Note the present tense. It was happening while Jesus was speaking. Unlike ‘forcefully advancing’ in the first part of the verse, which is elsewhere used in both good and bad senses, the words used here are regularly used elsewhere for indicating actions which are on the whole harmful. This probably therefore indicates the opposition that was building up as depicted in Matthew 12:2; Matthew 12:14, which results from its own forcible advancement, and may also have in mind the persecution that the disciples had suffered while out on their mission (Matthew 10:16-23) and the imprisonment of John the Baptist (Matthew 4:12; Matthew 11:2). Alternately it may like Luke 16:16 refer to the violence which was necessary on behalf of the disciples in order to put the past aside and follow Jesus, the words being seen as ‘purified’ by the context.

Note On Some Of The Interpretations Of Matthew 11:12.
As will be appreciated this verse has had many interpretations. This partly arises because it so clearly presents the picture of the Kingly Rule of Heaven as being presently established, which conflicts with various beliefs about the Kingly Rule still being in the future. We do not need to enter into that here, for any interpretation that avoids the sense of a present Kingly Rule here is forced. Whatever it means it clearly must refer to a present Kingly Rule of Heaven which in one way or another is being affected by present events. That is demanded by the present tenses (both here and in Luke 16:16), which while not necessarily conclusive are almost so, and even more by the context. For the context demands a present application.

The first problem, which we have already considered, is as to whether the timing of the commencement of the Kingly Rule was during the ministry of John, or only after it was completed. The fact that in Matthew 11:11 John is depicted as not being under the Kingly Rule of Heaven (because those who were, were greater) suggests that it commenced after John was imprisoned. Thus this suggests that when John proclaimed the Kingly Rule of Heaven as ‘at hand’ he was thinking of its arrival in the near future, not as it being ‘within reach’. But once Jesus began to preach it and cast out evil spirits after John was imprisoned, He certainly meant that it was within reach. It had ‘come upon them’ (Matthew 12:28). Public servants and sinners were entering it by beginning to obey the will of the Father (Matthew 21:28-32), while in spite of that the chief priests and the elders (and Pharisees) were refusing to enter it (Matthew 21:32).

But like all transitional periods, especially when one is taking over from another, the point of changeover is not necessarily fixed (although the imprisonment of John was certainly one turning point). Preliminary battles take place before the moment arrives when kingship is spoken of as beginning to be established. And that is what happens here.

The huge distinction made here in chapter 11 between John as a member of the old age, and the coming in of the new age, unquestionably supports the exclusion of John from being in the present Kingly Rule of Heaven on earth, as does the fact that those within it are greater than he. On the other hand there can be no doubt that he played an important part in the preliminaries that led up to its establishment. His preaching in a sense commenced the movement that led up to the establishment of the initial group that formed the nucleus of the Kingly Rule of Heaven, and those who believed his words certainly at some stage entered under the Kingly Rule of Heaven. So any disagreement on this point is marginal.

The next main problem is that in Greek both the middle and the passive tense can be represented by the same form of the verb. Thus here we can translate ‘the Kingly Rule of Heaven is forcibly advancing’ (middle), or ‘the Kingly Rule of God is suffering violence’ (passive), depending on which we choose. And this latter can then refer either to the violent entry of those who enter it forcibly, or advance it forcibly, or to the activity of the enemy in attacking it. The Lucan ‘parallel in Luke 16:16 suggests that the activity of true converts is in mind, for there ‘the Kingly Rule of God is preached and everyone enters it violently’. But while the verse in Luke can be seen as ‘parallel’, it must not be seen as the same saying simply altered around (or vice versa). There is no genuine reason for doubting that it is a distinctive saying about a subject that Jesus no doubt emphasised a number of times, looking at it from a slightly different angle.

The decision must therefore be made in the light of the context, and the context is that of entering under the Kingly Rule of Heaven. ‘He who is least in the Kingly Rule of Heaven’ in the previous verse has undoubtedly entered it, while the idea of violent opposition to the Kingly Rule is totally absent from the near context. Furthermore Jesus’ words sent to John also point to men and women experiencing the power of the Kingly Rule of Heaven (Matthew 11:5), and the assumption must be that many therefore enter it. And additionally to this the verse is enclosed within two descriptions of the activity of John the Baptist as preparing the way for the Coming One, as men prepare the way for a King (Matthew 11:10; compare Malachi 3:1), and as his being the coming Elijah of Malachi 4:5 (compare Luke 1:15-17) whose remarkable preaching would prepare the people’s hearts ready for the Lord’s coming, and this in a context of violent activity (Malachi 3:1-3; Malachi 3:11; Malachi 4:1-2). All this points to Matthew 11:12 a as centrally indicating the ‘violent’ advancement of the Kingly Rule of Heaven, rather than its being under attack. That is not, however, to exclude the possibility that a counterattack follows as possibly depicted in 12b. Indeed Luke in the same context replaces Matthew 11:12-15 with, ‘when they heard this all the people and the public servants justified God having been baptised with the baptism of John. But the Pharisees and the lawyers rejected the purpose of God for themselves, not having been baptised by him’ (Luke 7:29-30). That may well be Luke’s way of interpreting this difficult verse for Gentile readers indicating the forceful onward movement of God’s Kingly Rule of 12a by its result in terms of the response of the people and the public servants who press into it, and the negative counterattack of 12b in terms of the Scribes and Pharisees. This would give Luke’s support to the above interpretations.

On the other hand some would argue that Luke 16:16 is decisive, for that too refers to the ‘violent way’ in which men become disciples. It is true that the word used for violence here in Matthew 11:12 b always elsewhere has a negative sense, and that the context nowhere else indicates violent activity on behalf of the disciples (indeed the opposite), but Jesus is well known for suddenly using unexpectedly exaggerated language in order to make His particular point (e.g. Matthew 5:22; Matthew 5:25-26; Matthew 5:29-30; Matthew 7:6), so that it must often be read taking its significance from the main idea without reading into it all the negative aspects that might be there.

One argument set up against this whole interpretation is that in the context the advance of the Kingly Rule of Heaven is not seen as violent. It is by healing, raising the dead and preaching the Good News (Matthew 11:5). It is by bringing men under Jesus’ yoke as the One Who is meek and lowly in heart (Matthew 11:28-30). And the Servant is depicted as acting in the way of gentleness and compassion in reaching out to the bruised reed and the smoking flax (Matthew 12:19-20). But that is to overlook the wider context where actual active violence is described in the activity of the One Who, acting by the power of the Spirit, demonstrates that the Kingly Rule of Heaven has come by entering the strong man’s house and binding the strong man and then plundering his goods, that is, by despoiling the household of Satan and releasing his captives. Here is the Kingly Rule of Heaven advancing violently indeed.

We must also remember what we saw above about the fact that the idea of the Kingly Rule being ‘forcefully advanced’ is found in Pharisaic teaching. As we saw they spoke of bringing in the end of the age ‘by force’ through fasting and study of the Law. They saw these as powerful spiritual weapons for use in the establishing of their aims (compare Paul’s words in 2 Corinthians 10:4-5). Thus the idea of the use of spiritually ‘violent’ methods for bringing in God’s Kingly Rule is not limited to Jesus, and this might suggest that Jesus is here speaking of advancing the Kingly Rule of Heaven through His emphatic teaching in the Sermon on the Mount and the response to it by His disciples, fitting in with the idea in Luke 16:16, and through His attack on the evil spirits (Matthew 12:28-31) who corrupt this evil generation (Matthew 12:45).

So that is surely what Jesus has in mind in Matthew 11:12 a. This is especially so as Satan’s counterattack is then described in Matthew 12:43-45 as taking place on those who have benefited by Jesus’ activity but have not allowed His word to fill their empty hearts (Matthew 12:41-42).

End of note.

Verse 13-14
“For all the prophets and the law prophesied until John, and if you are willing to receive it, this is Elijah, who is to come.”

Again we have the emphasis on the fact that the new age has come. The prophets and the Law prophesied until John. That is, the whole of the Old Testament Scriptures led up to the time of John because he is the last of the prophets, the Elijah who was due to come. All were therefore in the end preparing for the coming of Jesus. The thought that the prophets and the Law were now achieving their end would have been quite startling to the Jews. To them the prophets and the Law were the basis of all their beliefs (at least theoretically). That somehow Jesus was now achieving what they were pointing to, and capping them off, would have huge significance. He was not destroying the Law or the prophets but fulfilling then (Matthew 5:17).

Note the prophets are unusually mentioned first (contrast Luke 16:16) because the emphasis is on the prophetic movement ending with John, but the Law is included (that is all the books of Moses) because it was an important part of that prophecy. It was indeed the basis and starting point from which the prophets themselves made their pronouncements. And now the long series is seen as having come to an end in John, the promised Elijah. What happens from now on is the fulfilment, as Matthew constantly makes clear.

‘Until John.’ The ‘until’ may be seen as including or excluding John. But it is doubtful if we can exclude John from being one of the prophets, even though the last and greatest. That would not, however, prevent John being the connecting link between the two ages, issuing out the old, and introducing, in a preliminary way, the new.

What the doubt was about was whether they themselves would believe it, firstly because they were expecting Elijah’s literal return (he had not died but had been taken up into Heaven), and secondly because if they did accept it they would have no choice but to recognise in Jesus Himself, the Coming One. And certainly some did believe that John was the intended Elijah (as had been made clear at John’s birth), and some did enter under the Kingly Rule of Heaven. And when Paul first arrived in Rome the offer of the Kingly Rule of God was still being made, to both Jew and Gentile, an offer closely connected to their response to Jesus Christ (Acts 28:23-24; Acts 28:31), an offer that was indeed made continually throughout Acts (Matthew 1:3; Matthew 8:12; Matthew 14:22; Matthew 19:8; Matthew 20:25). So there is no way in which it can be said that the idea of the Kingly Rule of Heaven was set aside to await the future.

Some have argued that John could not be the fulfilment of Malachi 4:5 because he was not successful enough, but that is to underestimate John’s impact. ‘There went out to him all the country of Judea, and all the people of Jerusalem’ (Mark 1:5). Even granted the exaggeration, that is some impact, and it would have been even moreso when people visited Jerusalem at the feasts. The widespread nature of his success comes out in the fact that decades afterwards disciples of John were still found around the Roman world.

Nor is there anywhere any suggestion that Jesus did ever offer the Kingly Rule of Heaven to Israel in a way that could either be accepted or rejected as though it was a whole take it or leave it deal. Right from the start He offered the Kingly Rule of Heaven as being available to those who would respond, knowing full well that they would only be a minority (Matthew 7:13-27). He never expected wholesale acceptance, even though He was grieved that the cities of Galilee that were closest to Him on the whole refused to repent. But that was because of His compassion and because His heart longed for them, not because He was really expecting them all to respond. The only change of tack that He would make was that He would offer it to others because those to whom it was first offered had not on the whole accepted it (Matthew 21:42) (but that was in fact in accordance with His expectations as Matthew 7:13-27 demonstrates).

Verse 15
“He who has ears to hear, let him hear.”

Jesus then finishes His words concerning these things by calling on all whose ears were open to take notice of what He was saying. This in itself confirms that He did not expect that all would hear and respond. He was always aware that the flock to whom the Kingly Rule was being given would be a small one (Luke 12:32). But it was important that all be urged to hear, with the inherent warning of the danger of not genuinely hearing. For this phrase see also Matthew 13:9; Matthew 13:43.

Verse 16
“But to what shall I liken this generation? It is like children sitting in the marketplaces, who call to their fellows and say,

We piped to you, and you did not dance,

We wailed, and you did not mourn.”

In Matthew 11:10 we had a quotation indicating what Jesus likened John the Baptist to. It was solemn and powerful. He was the preparer of the way, preparing the way for Jesus, the Coming One. Now we have a quotation showing how the people saw John the Baptist and Jesus, as wanting them to play weddings and funerals. It is unbelievably weak and pathetic. It is difficult to imagine a greater contrast.

It is regularly said that these words were probably part of well known children’s games, and that may be right, but there is little point in trying to invent different types of game and then obtaining illustrations from them. We must rather take the words at face value, which no doubt Jesus intended us to do. What then is He saying? He is describing His generation, apart from those who had become, or were thinking of becoming, His disciples, and describing how they liked to pull people’s strings and then criticise them for not responding. The children are depicted as sitting in judgment on their fellows. In the same way the people are sitting in judgment on John and Jesus.

We are probably to see the call to dance as being directed at John. In other words they were ridiculing his asceticism. While those who flocked to him at least initially admired him, or were at least interested in him as a prophet, many of them would not like what he said, and then the criticisms would begin (in order to justify their rejection of his message), backed up by their leaders (compare John 5:35). So they were now seen as retaliating by telling him that he was a sobersides, and, because he lived in the desert and lived strangely, a demon. The desert was a place for demons (Isaiah 13:20-22; Isaiah 34:13-14).

The call to mourn was probably directed at Jesus, as they considered that He was too frivolous. Once again the reasons would be similar. They wanted him to behave more like John had done, and more like their own pious Pharisees did. And when He did not they mocked Him for being given to much wine and being a glutton. They could not see outside the walls of their own built up ideas, and thus they were not satisfied whatever John and Jesus did, for the truth was that they were trying to find excuses for not listening to them.

‘This generation.’ This description is usually used of those of Jesus’ generation who refused to respond to His words. Compare Matthew 12:41-42; Matthew 12:45. They are always seeking signs (Matthew 12:39). They are those who think themselves wise and understanding (compare Matthew 11:25), but are really foolish, and doomed to judgment (Matthew 23:36; Matthew 24:34). They are blind leaders of the blind.

Verses 16-19
Jesus Charges The People Of His Generation With Not Taking John’s Or His Message Seriously, But Behaving Like Children At Play (11:16-19).
The sudden change of subject here is very vivid. He has been describing the great events towards which John’s ministry has been built up, and has indicated their successful advancement, and now He examines the response of His generation towards them. They have rejected both John and Himself. In spite of what was at first the huge popularity both of John (Matthew 3:5; Matthew 3:7; Mark 1:5; Mark 1:9) and of Jesus (Matthew 4:23-25) and the general eager expectancy (Luke 3:15), the tide has begun to turn. Disillusionment has begun to set in. The first excitement is tapering off, although we must beware of too much gloom. And that situation is now depicted here. Note how in this the Gospels make quite clear the oneness between Jesus and John, although that having been done all the attention turns on Jesus.

The solemn declaration of Matthew 11:10, of which he could say ‘it is written’ is replaced by a child’s song sang at play. (Like Nero they are playing while Rome burns). The greatness of John is now treated with mockery. John is seen as being even worse than a blown reed in the desert, he is a demon among the thorns and thistles (Isaiah 34:13-14). Jesus is living the life of men in soft clothing in His life of ‘luxury’.

Jesus here charges the people with inconsistency. They are not satisfied, however prophets behave. On the one hand John is criticised for being an ascetic, and on the other hand He Himself is criticised for being a good-time boy and a friend of the unworthy. Not all, of course, criticised both. Some hurled one criticism and some another. It was mainly the Scribes and Pharisees who criticised Jesus for eating with public servants and sinners (Matthew 9:10-11), and interestingly all these parties are mentioned by Luke 7:30 in a similar context to this. Undoubtedly some more orthodox Jews also joined with them in their criticism. So here Jesus criticises the whole generation, apart from those who have responded to Him, for their careless attitude. This criticism of the whole generation also continues later in the section when He indicates their perilous situation (Matthew 12:39; Matthew 12:45) which He links with the activities of the powers of darkness.

Some have expressed surprise that Matthew introduces this criticism of the people so unexpectedly when such antagonism, especially by the people, has hardly been previously mentioned (Matthew 9:3; Matthew 9:24; Matthew 9:33;Matthew 11:6; Matthew 11:14) but that is only so if we ignore the clear indications in chapter 10 of towns rejecting them and even arranging for them to be brought before councils and synagogues. Once we accept that these words of Jesus in chapter 10 should be read as indicating that what was spoken of did actually then happen, which was often intended to be assumed when words were depicted as spoken in the Scriptures (see e.g. Exodus 17:3-7), the picture is very different. Note in this regard that Matthew certainly expects us to assume that the Apostles did go out, even though he does not tell us so. Why then should we not see him as expecting us to assume that the remainder also happened? In that case there is plenty of indication of persecution and poor treatment by the people.

Analysis.
a “But to what shall I liken this generation? It is like children sitting in the marketplaces, who call to their fellows and say (Matthew 11:16).

b “We piped to you, and you did not dance” (Matthew 11:17 a).

c “We wailed, and you did not mourn” (Matthew 11:17 b).

c “For John came neither eating nor drinking, and they say, ‘He has a demon’.” (Matthew 11:18).

b “The Son of man came eating and drinking, and they say, ‘Behold, a gluttonous man and a winebibber, a friend of public servants and sinners!’ ” (Matthew 11:19 a)

a “And wisdom is justified by her works” (Matthew 11:19 b).

Note how in ‘a’ they are like children sitting in the marketplace and calling to each other, and in the parallel their behaviour is what might be expected from their type of ‘wisdom’ (compare Matthew 11:25). In ‘b’ they called on John (or Jesus) to dance, and in the parallel call Jesus a winebibber and glutton because He did partake in life’s enjoyments. In ‘c’ they call on Jesus (or John) to mourn, and in the parallel see John as a demon because of his asceticism and fasting.

Verse 18
“For John came neither eating nor drinking, and they say, ‘He has a demon’.”

John lived a life of fasting and prayer. He drank no wine or strong drink because of his dedication to God (Luke 1:15-17). He dressed in goatskins or camel’s hair, and ate locusts and wild honey (Matthew 3:4). Thus once people began to become disillusioned at his ‘excessive’ demands it was easy to find something to criticise in him. Having rejected his message they dismissed him as a demon of the desert.

Verse 19
“And wisdom is justified by her works.”

In the only other reference to wisdom in the context it refers to the ‘wisdom’ of those who saw themselves as wise, but were not enlightened by God (Matthew 11:25). Thus we are probably to read these words as referring to those who were unbelieving and who mocked. Their wisdom was revealed by their actions, by what they produced (therefore Luke says ‘by their children’). And by their words and thoughts of ‘wisdom’ they thought that they had justified themselves in their own eyes. As representing ‘Wisdom’ (wisdom was often personified) they were justified by their works (their behaviour and words) which they considered had now cleared them of all blame. You could not be expected to listen to a demon or a drunkard.

Of course the converse applied. Those who were truly wise and responded to the teaching of John and Jesus really would be justified by their actions. By their fruits they would be known.

Others, however, see this last verse as referring to Jesus and John, and therefore to their wisdom in behaving as they did which was justified by what they accomplished, or as Wisdom (God) being justified by their ‘works’ (Matthew 11:2). But in our view the first interpretation fits the context better.

Verse 20
‘Then he began to upbraid the cities in which most of his mighty works were done, because they did not repent.’

Note here the difference between His approach to John and His approach to these people. To the seeking heart of John He had pointed to His works with a promise of blessing (Matthew 11:5-6), but to these people whose hearts were hardened He pointed to His works with a promise of judgment. His words did, of course, still contain within them an offer of mercy. It was still not too late to repent. But He did not see much chance of many of them doing so.

The cities or towns mentioned here were on the north west corner of the Sea of Galilee, not far from each other. Capernaum was the place where Jesus’ family were now living, and which He had seemingly established as a kind of headquarters. The Bethsaida mentioned here was probably a different one from Bethsaida Julius. Chorazin is mentioned nowhere else. But necessarily in view of the prominence of Capernaum in His life these were the towns in which in His earlier days He operated most, and who had thus brought their sick to Him for healing in most abundance.

Thus these towns had also beheld in most abundance the mighty works which were evidence of His Messiahship (compare Luke 4:23). People often say, ‘If only I could see signs, I would believe.’ These towns give them the lie. They had seen signs in abundance, but they had still not repented and believed. They had accepted all that God would give them, but they had not genuinely responded. Many probably still admired Jesus, and they no doubt discussed Him with some awe, (although less as time went by), but what they had heard and seen had not sufficiently moved their hearts. They still went about their ordinary lives unchanged. So Jesus now turns and delivers His verdict on them. They have had their opportunity and now He will move on to others.

Verses 20-24
Jesus Castigates His Local Towns For Their Failure To Repent In View Of The Fact That They Too Have Seen The Messianic Signs, But Without Responding (11:20-24).
In this chapter Jesus has already been faced with two examples of men’s attitudes towards Him, the puzzlement of John, whose heart was right towards God, and was genuine in its search for truth, even though he could not understand His ways, and the childishness of the people, whose hearts were not right towards anyone, whose attitude towards truth was casual, and who did not want to understand His ways. To the first He sent His gentle response, pointing to the Messianic signs that He had performed, knowing that John would respond in return. The second he dismissed with a proverb, in the same way as they had dismissed John and Himself. They would receive what they deserved.

But now Matthew wants to bring out and contrast the difference between all who were like John and all who were like the people, and that will take up the remainder of the chapter, and he does it in reverse order. He deals first with the people who have not responded to His works (Matthew 11:20-24), and he will then follow that with Jesus’ words about those who have truly heard His voice and followed Him (Matthew 11:25-30). The verdicts are in total contrast, and it will be noted that while having passed His verdict on the towns He makes no further appeal to them, as He had made no appeal to ‘this generation’ who sang their childish songs in Matthew 11:16-19, He does make an appeal to those who have had their eyes opened. They are called to join Him in His own relationship with God (Matthew 11:28-30), as John also had been called to trust Him (Matthew 11:6), in the case of John followed by his full vindication. Note the deliberate contrast of ‘blessed --’ in Matthew 11:6 with ‘woe’ in Matthew 11:21, which is a mini-picture of the blessings and woes of the Old Testament (e.g. Deuteronomy 28). Compare also Matthew 5:3-9 with chapter 23. John may have wondered why Jesus was not acting in judgment, but Jesus is making clear that one day He will.

It may also be that we are to see in these words to His three local towns a parallel to the disciples shaking off the dust of the feet against unresponsive towns (Matthew 10:14). That instruction too ended in a contrasting reference to Sodom. From now on His main ministry will not be in these towns. He is moving on. They have had their opportunity. So first Nazareth rejected Him (Luke 4:28-30), and now the area in which His family had taken up residence. He is being driven out to other places. (A similar thing is recorded in Acts where the Apostles are finally driven out of Jerusalem). But the idea is selective. This is not a rejection of Israel as a whole, but of unresponsive towns, and even then He will visit at least Capernaum again (Matthew 17:24; compare Mark 9:33 which is after the visit to Caesarea Philippi). In a sense therefore the rejection is symbolic, but nevertheless serious for all that.

Analysis.
a Then he began to upbraid the cities in which most of his mighty works were done, because they did not repent (Matthew 11:20).

b “Alas for you, Chorazin! Alas for you , Bethsaida! For if the mighty works had been done in Tyre and Sidon which were done in you, they would have repented long ago in sackcloth and ashes” (Matthew 11:21).

c “ But I say to you, it will be more tolerable for Tyre and Sidon in the day of judgment than for you” (Matthew 11:22).

b “And you, Capernaum, will you be exalted to heaven? You will go down to Hades, for if the mighty works had been done in Sodom which were done in you, it would have remained until this day” (Matthew 11:23).

a “But I say to you that it will be more tolerable for the land of Sodom in the day of judgment, than for you” (Matthew 11:24).

As so often in Matthew we have here both a chiasmus and a sequence. Note that in ‘a’ the cities are upbraided because they did not repent, and in the parallel the warning is given of the judgment that will come. In ‘b’ and its parallel are two similarly worded condemnations. Centrally in ‘c’ is the certainty of judgment. But even more effective are the sequences. ‘b’ and ‘c’ are sequentially parallel with the following ‘b’ and ‘a’.

Verse 21
“Alas for you, Chorazin! Alas for you, Bethsaida! For if the mighty works had been done in Tyre and Sidon which were done in you, they would have repented long ago in sackcloth and ashes.”

He contrasts His two local towns with the cities of Tyre and Sidon. They were Gentile cities, on the shores of the Mediterranean Sea north of Carmel, and therefore despised by the Jews, and seen as deserving objects of God’s judgment. (Perhaps behind the choice was the fact that Tyre and Sidon were famous as ‘twin cities by the sea’, and Jesus saw Chorazin and Bethsaida in the same way). And knowing the heart of Jesus we may see in these words the hint that indeed one day His message will go to these Gentile cities, a hint that Matthew certainly takes up in Matthew 12:18; Matthew 12:21. They will see His works and have their opportunity (to some extent sooner than they think - Matthew 15:21). But for the moment they are taken as an object lesson. They were cities known for their past wealth and pride, and had regularly come under the judgment of God (see Isaiah 23; Ezekiel 26-28; Joel 3:4; Amos 6:9-10; Zechariah 9:2-4). But Jesus now declares that their guilt was nowhere near that of the towns of Galilee. For they had not had manifested before them the ‘mighty works’ of God’s Sent One. Such a startling conception would have horrified Jesus’ hearers, but it does bring out the awareness of the uniqueness of His own status that Jesus had. Nothing was more heinous than the refusal to recognise Him and respond to Him.

Chorazin is probably what is now called Kirbet Karaze, two miles (three kilometres) north west of the site of Capernaum. Bethsaida was probably the home of Andrew, Peter and Philip (John 1:44; John 12:21) and different from Bethsaida Julius which was on the north east shores of the Sea of Galilee. Like Chorazin it was probably near Capernaum. Its name meant ‘house of fish’ which might well be popular on the shores of a Sea famous for its fish.

‘Alas for you.’ The word can mean either ‘woe’ or ‘alas’. It is a word expressing strong feeling. Here it probably contains an element of both, but His aim is still to stir their hearts rather than just to condemn. Indeed as He will point out, that condemnation is reserved for the future. There is still time to repent. It is a potential ‘woe’, which is hanging over their heads, but it can be avoided, and their hardness of heart fills Him with sadness.

‘If the mighty works had been done in Tyre and Sidon which were done in you, they would have repented long ago in sackcloth and ashes.’ Jesus probably has in mind here the repentance of Nineveh at the preaching of Jonah (Jonah 3:5-9), although wanting to bring it closer to home. And He no doubt hoped that these Jewish towns would have that in mind as well. He is visualising Tyre and Sidon as behaving like Nineveh did. But we must not assume some divine insight whereby Jesus knew that an opportunity was there and was refusing to give Tyre and Sidon their opportunity. We must not take the statement too literally, for the idea was theoretical rather than literally true. His point in fact is based on ‘a long time ago’. It was thus simply a typically exaggerated and vivid way of making the Jews themselves recognise the depth of their failure and sinfulness. Jesus is saying rather dramatically that these galilean towns are more hard hearted than the Gentiles. (Tyre and Sidon would later see such wonders, as did all to whom the earliest preachers went, but while some repented it was certainly not in huge numbers. We must remember that like all others they still had the testimony of nature and conscience, and rejected it (Roman Matthew 1:18-23)).

‘The mighty works --- which have been done in you.’ Here we have a clear indication of the widespread miracles and ministry of Jesus about which we are actually told very little. For in the end the aim of the Gospels was not to glory in the miraculous, but to point to Jesus.

‘Sackcloth and ashes.’ Sackcloth was a rough and ready fabric made from camel’s hair, and was worn as a sign of contrition or sorrow (2 Samuel 3:31; 1 Kings 21:27; 2 Kings 6:30; Isaiah 58:5; Joel 1:8; Jonah 3:5-9; Daniel 9:3). Ashes were symbols of deep mourning (2 Samuel 13:19; Esther 4:3; Job 42:6; Jeremiah 6:26; Lamentations 2:10; Micah 1:10).

Verse 22
“ But I say to you, it will be more tolerable for Tyre and Sidon in the day of judgment than for you.”

And the consequence of the failure of the Jews to respond to His Messianic works in repentance is that when they face the Day of Judgment, they will be found guilty of more heinous behaviour than the despised Tyre and Sidon. Tyre and Sidon will not be found guilty of so great a crime as they are guilty of, rejecting the testimony of God to His Son (compare John 3:16-21).

‘I say to you.’ These words always indicate the importance of the statement being made, for it demonstrates that it is made by Him on His own authority as the Chosen One of God.

Verse 23
“And you, Capernaum, will you be exalted to heaven? You will go down to Hades, for if the mighty works had been done in Sodom which were done in you, it would have remained until this day.”

Capernaum is, if it were possible, even more guilty. She is here specifically compared with Sodom, the byword for sinfulness (Matthew 10:14; Isaiah 1:10; Ezekiel 16:48). Sodom was so evil that it had been destroyed by a cataclysm because of its guilt. But He claims that had they had the opportunities that Capernaum had had, they would certainly have made sufficient response to have enabled them to avoid being destroyed in that way. In other words, while Sodom was undoubtedly wicked, they at least had not had the opportunity of hearing the kind of teaching and seeing the kind of miracles that Capernaum had. Had they done so they would not have been quite so wicked. It is a warning that those who pride themselves on being better than others, even though it is simply because their circumstances in life have made it easier for them to be so, are really no better than those who behave far worse because their circumstances in life are more difficult.

We should note here that Jesus had previously informed His disciples of a similar fact, that the towns who turned them away would discover in the Day of Judgment that it was worse for them than for Sodom. This is a further indication of how closely He saw them as representing Him. ‘He who receives you, receives Me’ (Matthew 10:40). And the opposite is also true.

‘Will you be exalted to heaven? You will go down to Hades.’ There is an allusion here to Isaiah 14:12-17, where the King of Babylon, that depiction of all that was arrogant and unworthy, had thought to exalt himself, and had instead found himself thrust down into Sheol (to some extent the Hebrew equivalent of Hades). See ‘I will ascend to Heaven --- you will be brought down to Sheol’ (Isaiah 14:13; Isaiah 14:15). So Capernaum is being seen as worse than Babylon and Sodom combined, a dreadful combination.

It is probable that Jesus had loftily been told in Capernaum by some of their religious leaders that they considered that their place in Heaven was quite safe without their having to listen to Him. Well sadly they would one day discover the truth. Their exceeding sinfulness therefore lay not in that they actually behaved as badly as Babylon or Sodom, but in that God had greatly privileged them to see the full revelation of the mighty works that revealed His Messiahship and glory, and that they had refused to respond to it. The point that He is making is that there is no sin greater than that of avoiding the light when it shines (Matthew 4:16). That in the end is the blasphemy against the Holy Spirit (Matthew 12:31). Those who refuse the light will find that their lampstand goes out (Revelation 2:5).

Verse 24
“But I say to you that it will be more tolerable for the land of Sodom in the day of judgment, than for you.”

Note the solemn repetition of ‘I say to you’. Again the same principle applies. Even sinful Sodom will not be found to be as guilty as Capernaum in the Day of Judgment, that day which was considered by the Jews to be the time when ‘the wicked Gentiles’, and especially Sodom, received their due.

‘The land of Sodom.’ Sodom was, of course, long gone, but its land still bore the taint of its guilt, and was still liable to judgment. Or perhaps ‘land of’ is intended to signify all the cities of the plain combined.

Certain important theological lessons arise from these words, even though allowance must be made for the deliberately picturesque and exaggerated language. The first is that a time of judgment awaits all men when all will be called to account (Matthew 25:31-46; John 5:29; Acts 17:31; 2 Thessalonians 1:7-9; Revelation 6:16-17; Revelation 14:14-20; Revelation 19:11-21; Revelation 20:11-15). The second is that there will be levels of guilt and punishment (Matthew 12:41-42; Matthew 23:13; Luke 12:47-48). The third is that God is sovereign in the working out of His plan of salvation (e.g. Romans 8:28-30; Ephesians 1:3-14). And the fourth is the folly of people thinking that seeing mighty works might somehow make a difference to their response to God.

Verse 25
‘At that time (season) Jesus answered and said, “I thank you, O Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that you hid these things from the wise and understanding, and revealed them to babes.” ’

Note the vivid contrast between this and the previous passage. In the previous passage Jesus surveys the unresponsive towns and verbally passes sentence on them. It is an outward look, and He sees them as walking in the broad way that leads to destruction. Here He looks up to the Father and verbally acknowledges His goodness in revealing the truth to ‘babes’. It is an upward look, and these are they who are in the narrow way that leads to life. The thought of what He has experienced with respect to the spiritual blindness and unresponsiveness of the people of Galilee makes Him fully appreciate the wonder of what the Father is doing in revealing His truth. For He recognises that in the end it is not the fact that men are spiritually blind that is remarkable, it is the fact that some ‘see’. And they are those who are being blessed by God (compare Matthew 16:17; Matthew 5:3-9; Matthew 12:6). And He realises that when this happens it is due to His Father, Who is the Creator and Possessor and Controller of Heaven and earth, Whose power is such that He can even enlighten the hearts of men when they look to Him in confident faith and trust, without any thought of their own wisdom. The point He is making is not that God actually specifically hides things from the wise and understanding, but that by not unveiling their eyes they remain hidden. Indeed man in His wisdom sets up his own barrier against spiritual truth. He cannot ‘see’ because his eyes are focused on something else, on earthly wisdom which possesses his mind and his thoughts so that he thinks that he knows all. He does not see any need for repentance, nor any need for humility.

But to the ‘babe’, the one whose mind is uncluttered with his own wisdom, and who therefore looks to God for all his understanding (compare Matthew 18:3-4), God reveals His truth. In this case that truth is ‘these things’. And what are ‘these things’? They are the things that those who are wise, (that is, those who fail to see in Him and His mighty works, and in what they signify, the God-provided solution to the need of Israel and of the world), cannot see. They fail to see that He has come bearing their afflictions and carrying their diseases (Matthew 8:17), that He has come bringing forgiveness from God (Matthew 9:6), that He has come to cleanse all who come to Him (Matthew 8:3), that He has come to heal and make whole (Matthew 9:12), that He has come to bring men under the Kingly Rule of God (Matthew 12:28).

‘At that time.’ A phrase linking this passage with the last one.

‘Jesus answered and said.’ At first sight ‘answered’ appears to be redundant. It is a favourite verb of Matthew’s (45 times), but usually indicating a direct response to a question. On the other hand comparison with Matthew 12:38; Matthew 17:4; Matthew 28:5 demonstrates that it can be used ‘redundantly’. However it is very possible that here Matthew wants us to see that what He is about to say is the answer to the problems raised by what has gone before. All earth’s problems find their answer in God, ‘the Lord of Heaven and earth’.

‘I thank (acknowledge with praise) you, O Father, Lord of heaven and earth.’ The verb signifies that He acknowledges His Father for Who and What He is, He owns His worth, and therefore He praises Him. ‘O Father, Lord of heaven and earth.’ This is Jesus use of ‘Father’ as indicating His own Father, which as what follows, reveals is very different from when He speaks of God as the Father of the disciples. He is indicating the uniqueness of the relationship between them.

‘Lord of Heaven and earth.’ This title as such is not found in Scripture, although it is found (rarely) in Jewish literature, in Tobit 7:19 and in the Genesis Apocryphon at Qumran. But compare Genesis 14:19; Genesis 14:22, ‘God Most High, Possessor (or Maker) of Heaven and earth’, and Ezra 5:11, ‘the God of Heaven and earth’. The combination of Heaven and earth suggests the Creator and Possessor of all things (2 Kings 19:15; 1 Chronicles 29:11; 2 Chronicles 2:12; Jeremiah 23:24).

‘That you hid these things from the wise and understanding, and revealed them to babes.’ In other words that God so created and sustains the world that those full of their own wisdom and understanding in fact remain spiritually blind, while those who with an open and honest heart seek Him will have spiritual truth revealed to them. A full ‘commentary’ on these words is found in 1 Corinthians 1:17 to 1 Corinthians 2:16. It is not a question of intellect (Paul was one of these ‘babes’), it is a question of humble submission and a willingness to receive truth from Him.

Elsewhere it is made clear that the failure of men to understand is also a spiritual one. It is that their hearts and minds are blinded by ‘the God of this world’ so that they need the veil drawn back in order to behold the glory of Christ, and see the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ (2 Corinthians 4:4), it is that they need to have their eyes opened, and to be turned from darkness to light and the power of Satan to God (Acts 26:18), and that is what He will later stress that He has come to do (Matthew 12:28-29; Matthew 12:43-45).

The selective revelation of God is also described in Psalms 147:19-20 but there it was to Israel and not the nations. Here the Father will reveal the truth to the ‘new nation’ who are being taken out of the old (Matthew 16:18; Matthew 21:43). Yet this idea of selective revelation to the righteous comes out in the Psalms. ‘You will show me the path of life’ (Psalms 16:11); ‘show me your ways, O Lord, teach me your paths’ (Psalms 25:4); ‘teach me your way, O Lord’ (Psalms 27:11 - when he has been forsaken by those who should have guided him). And it is a part of what God’s righteousness, paralleled with deliverance, signifies in Isaiah (see Isaiah 51:4-5; Isaiah 51:7). Through it all are to know Him, from the least to the greatest (Jeremiah 31:33-34).

Verses 25-27
The Father Has Enlightened His True People And Has Delivered all Things To Jesus Who Alone Truly Knows His Father, Who Has Received all Things From His Father, And Who Alone Can Reveal His Father To Others (11:25-27).
This passage is connected to the previous one by ‘at that time (or season)’. The two passages are thus intended to be seen together. It explains from the divine side why the towns of Galilee have failed to respond to His mighty works. It is because, although they may think that they will be exalted to Heaven (Matthew 11:23) they have in fact not been enlightened by the Father. Thus they have not recognised the Son. Without that their hopes of such exaltation are nil. The passage also explains why John himself had not understood the full truth about Jesus (Matthew 11:3-5). It was not possible until Jesus had made it known to him, and thereby revealed to him the Father (‘A blessed one (of Me and My Father) is he who does not stumble because of Me’ - Matthew 11:6). For in the end all who would come to God are dependent on God’s revelation of Himself through His Son and through His Spirit. The ‘wise’ yell out petulantly in the street like children, but it is God’s ‘babes’ who receive their milk directly from Him.

Having thus pointed out how this passage fits into the whole pattern of chapter 11, which begins with the one to whom Jesus makes known His truth (Matthew 11:5-6), and ends here with those to whom Jesus makes known His truth, with sandwiched in the middle two sets of examples of those who were not willing to receive His truth, we should now pause to consider the truth that is being revealed. Up to this point God has been ‘your Father’ or the equivalent when speaking of Jesus’ disciples (Matthew 5:16; Matthew 5:45; Matthew 5:48; Matthew 6:1; Matthew 6:4; Matthew 6:6; Matthew 6:8-9; Matthew 6:14-15; Matthew 6:18; Matthew 6:26; Matthew 6:32; Matthew 7:11; Matthew 10:20; Matthew 10:29). This is the relationship which has become theirs through participation in the Kingly Rule of Heaven. They have in a sense become ‘sons of God’ (Matthew 5:9; Matthew 5:45). This is continually so except when His Fatherhood is related to Jesus’ position as the Judge of all men, or as the One Who must confess them to the Father (Matthew 7:21; Matthew 10:32-33).

But from now on God will be revealed almost solely as the Father of Jesus (Matthew 12:50; Matthew 15:13; Matthew 16:17; Matthew 16:27; Matthew 18:10; Matthew 18:19; Matthew 18:35; Matthew 20:23; Matthew 24:36; Matthew 25:34; Matthew 26:29; Matthew 26:39; Matthew 26:42; Matthew 26:53; Matthew 28:19). And this will go along with the revelation of Jesus as ‘the Son of God’ in the deepest sense of the term. He is God’s ‘beloved One’ (Matthew 12:18); it is by doing the will ofHisFather (Matthew 12:50, compare Matthew 7:21) that they will become His very real spiritual family; through His manifestation of mastery over the sea they recognise Him in awe and worship as ‘the Son of God’ (Matthew 14:33), and then by gradual realisation as ‘the Son of the living God’ (Matthew 16:16); and God Himself declares of Him in His glory, ‘this is My beloved Son’ (Matthew 17:5). As God’s Son He has the right not to pay the Temple tax (Matthew 17:25-26). And this position is confirmed in the parable of the wicked tenants (Matthew 21:37-38), ‘they will reverence My Son’. And it is all summed up in His declared co-equality with the Father in Matthew 28:20 when all are baptised into God’s Name as Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Thus from this point on the relationship of Father and Son is specific and unique Jesus is seen to be ‘on the divine side of reality’.

There are three possible exception to this change. The first is in Matthew 13:43 when the disciples learn that one day, as the righteous, they are to shine forth as the sun in the Kingly Rule of their Father. But that may in fact be seen as capping off the references in the Sermon on the Mount, thus describing their reward as a result of their having sought His Kingly Rule and His righteousness (Matthew 6:33), preparatory to the second part of the Gospel. The second is in Matthew 18:14 where in fact B, Theta and f 13 have ‘My Father in Heaven’. But if ‘your Father in Heaven’ is correct that is because He is specifically dealing there with their responsibility as ‘sons of God’ for young believers. (In Matthew 18:10 He uses ‘My Father’ because He is referring to Him as in Heaven, compare also Matthew 18:19). The third Isaiah 23:9 where He is simply demonstrating that they should call no man ‘father’ on earth. Thus the intention of a change in emphasis can be seen to be pretty solid.

We are thus being prepared here for Matthew 12:17-21. Among men has come the chosen and beloved one of God in Whom is the Spirit of God, Who will reveal God’s truth to both’ was the unique sign of the special relationship of the Jews with God.

In this remarkable passage then we find in fact all the ideas that, were it not for this passage, might be seen as making John’s Gospel unique. It has been called ‘the bolt from the Johannine blue’. We have reference to ‘the Father’ and ‘the Son’ (but compare Matthew 24:36; Mark 13:32, and often in John), to the fact that all things have been delivered by His Father to Him as His Son (John 5:20-22; John 5:26; John 16:15), to the fact that no one knows the Son except the Father (John 10:15), and that no one knows the Father except the Son (John 6:46; John 7:29; John 8:19; John 8:55; John 10:15), and those to whom the Son will reveal Him (John 14:7; John 14:17).

The idea of Jesus’ sonship from now on goes far beyond just a Messianic title. The idea was first expressed after Jesus had been baptised (Matthew 3:17), and has been emphasised by Jesus’ clear distinction between ‘My Father’ and ‘Your Father’. It will be repeated at the Transfiguration (Matthew 17:5) and in the incident of the Tribute money (Matthew 17:26), and will finally be made very clear in the parable of the wicked tenants (Matthew 21:37), and confirmed in Matthew 24:36, before Jesus is finally placed on a parallel as the Son with the Father and the Holy Spirit (Matthew 28:19).

But we must pause and notice here another remarkable emphasis. These are not words taught by Jesus to His disciples. They are Jesus’ prayer to His Father. In that loving relationship which He has with His Father His heart is lifted up and He feels able to express the fullness of what is in His heart, saying in His prayer what He would not have said directly to His disciples, for they were truths that had to dawn on them. (It was different with the Scribes and Pharisees who thought more in these terms). No doubt His prayer was in the presence of His disciples, for they remembered it, and it may well be that it was in order to help them to understand His severe words to the towns of Israel that He prayed like this. They had probably thought that things were going quite well, and had probably been astounded at His words of judgment. He wanted them to know that they did not apply to them, and why they did not apply to them.

But why does Matthew bring this in here? The answer lies in the emphasis that he is giving to the words. Here is a small conclave of men and women who are within the Kingly Rule of Heaven. Thus when dealing with their understanding of things it is in a conversation between earth and Heaven. This contrasts with His words both to John and the people, neither of whom are within the Kingly Rule of Heaven at this stage. It is bringing out that here there is a colony of Heaven on earth (Philippians 3:20; Colossians 1:12-14). It can be compared with Isaiah 57:15 where those who are truly God’s dwell with Him in the high and holy place. Here too He will revive the spirit of the humble, and will revive the heart of the contrite ones by revealing to them the Father and bringing them under His own yoke (Matthew 11:27-30). These who do the will of His Father in Heaven are His brothers, His sisters and His mother (Matthew 12:50). Here indeed is the very gateway to Heaven (Genesis 28:17; compare John 1:51), to the heavenly places where God blesses His people (Ephesians 1:3; Ephesians 2:6).

Analysis.
At that time (season) Jesus answered and said, “I thank you, O Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that you hid these things from the wise and understanding, and revealed them to babes” (Matthew 11:25).

“Yes, Father, for so it was well-pleasing in your sight” (Matthew 11:26).

“All things have been delivered to me of my Father (Matthew 11:27 a).

“And no one knows the Son, except the Father” (Matthew 11:27 b).

“Nor does anyone know the Father, except the Son, and he to whoever the Son wills to reveal him” (Matthew 11:27 c).

Note that in ‘a’ the Father reveals ‘these things’ to babes, and in the parallel the Son reveals Him to those who come to know Him. In ‘b’ it was well pleasing to the Father to reveal ‘these things’, and in the parallel He is the only One Who can do so because He is the only One Who knows the Son. Central to all is the fact that all has been delivered to Jesus by His Father.

Verse 26
“Yes, Father, for so it was well-pleasing in your sight.”

And in the end that is because it is what is pleasing to His Father, the Lord of Heaven and earth. That is how God has been pleased for men to come to know Him. He reveals Himself to those who have a broken and a contrite spirit, who are the ones whom He calls to share His holiness so that He might revive them and make them whole (Isaiah 57:15). That is why His chosen Servant please Him, because He brings men to God in that way (Matthew 8:17-21).

Verse 27
“All things have been delivered to me of my Father, and no one knows the Son, except the Father, nor does anyone know the Father, except the Son, and he to whoever the Son wills to reveal him.”

But how can such men come to know God? It is through the One Who has had all things delivered into His hands; it is through the One Who is so great and powerful and wonderful that only His Father really knows Him; it is through the One Who alone fully knows and fathoms to the very heights and depths His Father; it is through the One Who searches out and fathoms the ways of Him Who is ‘unsearchable and His ways past finding out’; it is through the Son. It is through Jesus. That is why He will later say, ‘He who has seen Me has seen the Father’ (John 14:9). Only God could know God like that, but it would take some time for the disciples to fathom it out. To one it came at the moment of enlightenment as he stood in the Upper Room and saw the risen Christ, when all that Jesus had said suddenly came together (John 20:28).

‘No one knows the Son, except the Father.’ In these words is an indication that we are to look deeper than ‘titles’ (even Messianic titles) if we are to full appreciate Jesus, indeed a warning that we will never really fully appreciate the Son. What He is, is only known to the Father. The Father alone can appreciate His very essence. The Father alone can understand His very being. And that can only be because in His essence and His being He is one with the Father. Thus it is the Father Who gradually reveals what Jesus is to the disciples, something that cannot be learned from flesh and blood (Matthew 16:17)

‘Nor does anyone know the Father, except the Son.’ The prophets had spoken of the Father. The Scribes and Pharisees thought that they knew the Father. But Jesus is here saying that none of them really understood His being and essence, for that was only known to the Son. They saw but the shadow, He beheld the sun.

‘And he to whoever the Son wills to reveal him.’ The Sermon on the Mount was packed full of revelation of the Father (Matthew 5:9; Matthew 5:45; Matthew 5:48; Matthew 6:1; Matthew 6:4; Matthew 6:6; Matthew 6:8-15; Matthew 6:18; Matthew 6:26; Matthew 6:32; Matthew 7:11; Matthew 7:21 and see Matthew 10:29; Matthew 10:33), but even that was insufficient. There He was the Provider. But it was now Jesus purpose to manifest Him in a fuller form. He will reveal it by His power over creation (Matthew 14:22-33), and by His glory in the Mountain (Matthew 17:2; Matthew 17:5). He will also reveal it through His life (John 14:9) and make it known in their hearts. It had to be revealed by both Father and Son (Matthew 11:25; Matthew 11:27). That was why no man could come to Him unless it was given them by His Father (John 6:65), and no one could know the Father except through the Son. It was a joint enterprise between two equal partners. For note that while the Father reveals His truth to babes (Matthew 11:25), it is only as a result of the will of the Son (Matthew 11:27). Thus only those who enter into a true relationship with the Son will really come to know the Father

Note On Sonship.
The fact that Jesus is ‘the Son’ puzzles many people. To them a son has been produced by his father, and arrives later in time, and is inferior to the father. Although, of course, as the father ages the situation may change, and the father can in many ways become inferior to the son. But none of this can apply to God for God does not change, nor can He be born.

However, the puzzle arises through overlooking the fact that by this terminology the Scriptures are trying to express divine things in human terms. God is not Father and Son in the same way as men are father and son. The terminology, which is only earthly terminology, is being used in a unique way (just as when we say the Son is ‘the heir’ we do not mean in God’s case that He will inherit on His Father’s death. The term is used in order to take advantage of part of its meaning) Before ever there was a creation the terms father and son were meaningless. They are not heavenly terms. There is no bearing of sons in Heaven. The angels neither marry nor are given in marriage (Matthew 22:30), in other words they do not bear children.

But one day it became necessary for God to reveal His inter-personal Being to man, and we must ever remember that had God been a solitary individual then He would have been unable to be love, for until He had created there would have been no one to love. But He is eternally love, and He therefore loved within Himself because He is interpersonal. Yet He is not two beings, He is One.

But how could He reveal to man this unique and indescribable interpersonality, and especially so when part of what He is became man. How could He reveal that He and this Man were of one nature and being, even though the Man is not all that there is of God? There was terminology that could be used that men would understand, as long as it was used carefully, that of father and son. Of course it was not perfect. There were many things about an earthly father and son that would not the true of the Father and the Son. But the essential thing about a son born from his father is that he is unquestionably of the same nature with his father, and comes from his father. They share the same being. And this is what the terminology is expressing, although in a slightly different way, when used of God, that Father and Son are of one nature and share the same Being while having an inter-personal distinctiveness. And this alone, is why their relationship can be described in terms of Father and Son. That is what must be grasped and the rest thrown away. And the further point is that this has been true from all eternity. That is why we speak of the Son as being ‘eternally begotten’. What we are saying by this is that they have shared the same Nature and Being from all eternity. And they work together equally in all things (John 5:19-20).

And yet when God began to act in Creation it was ‘the Son’ Who acted in the forefront as Creator, although the Father was also active in it. But the Father created through the Son (Colossians 1:16; Hebrews 1:2). And when God in His eternal counsels determined redemption, it was the Son Who would become the Redeemer (Galatians 4:4-5; 1 John 4:14), although again the Father is active in it. The Father redeems through the Son. For they do all things together. But the One Who walked on earth in a human body, no, as a human, was the Son and not the Father. To this extent He had taken up by choice a subsidiary position to His Father. In His manhood He could say, ‘My Father is greater than I’ (John 14:28), because by becoming Man He had had taken up a lower status. Note that He said this prior to going back to His Father to enjoy with Him the glory that had been His before the world was (John 17:5). He as not going back to receive a greater glory. He was going back to what was His by right. He had laid aside His equality in order to become Man, and now He was once again to be declared as ‘LORD’, that is, YHWH (Philippians 2:6-11). That is why He could also say ‘I and My Father are One’ (John 10:30), because He and His Father were still One in Being and essence. All this is what Jesus is saying here in Matthew. That is why ‘they’ were unique in being able to know each other.

End of note.

Verse 28
“Come to me, all you who labour and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest.”

The call ‘come (deute) to Me’ made to those who are labouring can be compared with Isaiah 55:3, where it is God Who speaks, and the aim there is that men might enjoy the life of the new age by entering into the everlasting Davidic covenant with Him. Here then is a call to men by the son of David to enter into covenant with Him, the covenant concerning which more detail will be given later (Matthew 26:28). But here it goes further for we have already been told that it is Jesus who make know to those who come to Him the truth about the Father (Matthew 11:27). Thus He is calling men to come and learn from Him.

This is similar to His words in John 7:37, ‘if any man thirst, let Him come to Me and drink’ where the idea is of drinking of the Spirit. For the idea of ‘coming to Him’ compare John 6:37, ‘all whom the Father gives to Me will come to Me’, tying in with the idea that they will come because the Father has revealed to them His truth (Matthew 11:25).

‘Those who labour and are heavy laden.’ This may well refer to those who are labouring (or weary) and heavy laden under the requirements and the burden of the Law, the yoke of the Law (contrast Matthew 11:27). For elsewhere we are told that heavy burdens are laid on men by the Scribes (Matthew 23:4; Luke 11:46), who in Jewish tradition are said to put on men the yoke of the Law. Compare Sirach 51:26 which says, ‘Put your neck under the yoke, and let your soul receive instruction’ (the yoke of the Torah. Compare Acts 15:10; Galatians 5:1 where the same thing was being done by the Judaisers). In chapter 12 these burdens are illustrated in two ways. Notice the double reference to ‘it is not lawful’ (Matthew 12:2; Matthew 12:10). Regularly in his life a Jew seeking to live rightly would hear the stern words, ‘it is not lawful’, and would discover yet another commandment that he had not known a bout. It was a warning. If he breached that warning he would be punished, But we need not limit Jesus’ words to that kind of burden. For Jesus has the solution to all men’s heavy weights and burdens of whatever kind (compare Galatians 6:2 where Christians are to bear one another’s burdens and so fulfil the Law of Christ).

‘I will give you rest (anapauso).’ Jesus may here have in mind creation, when God rested (katapauso) from His work, as expanded in the rest offered to all men through the Sabbath (from weary labour) when He said ‘you shall do no manner of work’ (Exodus 20:10). The Sabbath (rest) was often translated as ‘anapausis’ (see e.g. Exodus 16:23; Exodus 23:12). Such a rest was a theme in Isaiah (Isaiah 28:12; Isaiah 30:15) where the idea was of resting on the faithfulness of God which would bring them through to lives of peace and rest. In Isaiah 11:10 the nations will look to the root of Jesse (David’s father) and he will offer glorious rest (LXX anapausis). In Isaiah 32:17 it is righteousness deliverance that brings rest. In contrast the wicked who are like the troubled sea find no rest (Isaiah 57:20).

In Hebrews 3-4 Israel in the wilderness wanderings are seen as an example of those who did not find rest (katapausis). They were unable to enter into his rest (into Canaan) because of unbelief (Hebrews 3:19 compare Psalms 95:11 - katapausis in LXX). But those who believe enter into rest (Hebrews 4:2) which is connected with God’s rest in creation, ‘there remains therefore a Sabbath rest for the people of God’ (Hebrews 4:9). And the one who enters into that rest (katapausis) has himself rested from his works as God did from His (Hebrews 4:10).

Thus Jesus may well here be indicating entering into a spiritual Sabbath rest, a rest from labour and being heavy laden. This again ties in with Matthew 12:1-16 where Jesus relieves the burden of the Law by reversing the edicts of the traditions of the elders, and making the Sabbath a more genuine rest without it being a burden.

Verses 28-30
A General Appeal To Men And Women (11:28-30).
This final general appeal to all who will hear confirms that in spite of His words to the towns, for those who will respond there is a way back to God. In the turmoil of a troubled world there is a place of rest, and it is under His yoke which will result in walking as outlined in the Sermon on the Mount. So He calls on men and women to turn from the yoke of the Scribes and Pharisees and come under His yoke and walk with Him.

The yoke was a well known picture in Judaism of anything to which men committed themselves. The Scribes spoke of the yoke of the Law and of it as the yoke of the Kingly Rule of Heaven. The removal of this yoke as regards the Sabbath is found in Matthew 12:1-16 where the Scribes seek to bid the disciples and Jesus under the yoke of the traditions of the elders, only to find themselves confuted by the One Who is Lord of the Sabbath and can thus provide perfect rest.

Analysis.
a Come to me, all you who labour and are heavy laden (burdened).

b And I will give you rest (Matthew 11:28).

c Take my yoke upon you,

d And learn of me,

c For I am meek and lowly in heart.

b And you will find rest to your souls.”

a For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light (Matthew 11:30).

Note that in ‘a’ the people to whom Jesus is speaking labour and are heavy laden, and in the parallel those who take Jesus’ yoke on them find it easy and light. In ‘b’ Jesus will give them rest, and in the parallel they find rest. In ‘c’ He calls them to take His yoke on them, and in the parallel that yoke is one of meekness and lowliness of heart. Centrally in ‘d’ they must learn of Jesus.

Verse 29
“Take my yoke upon you, and learn of me, for I am meek and lowly in heart, and you will find rest to your souls.”

The yoke of Jesus is not based on submitting to His instruction but on learning from Jesus Himself what it meant to be meek and lowly in heart, and walking in submission to Him. It is the yoke of the Kingly Rule of God. In general a yoke is a wooden instrument that joins two animals so that it makes it easier for them, acting together, to pull a heavy load. The idea may well be that Jesus was, as it were, in the yoke, and that those who came to Him joined Him in the yoke and as it were walked with Him as He walked in meekness and lowliness (compare Galatians 2:20). Thus did they learn from Him (compare Isaiah 30:21 where we have the words of the yoke-master). How else could it be made easy? This ties in with the attitude which was required of His disciples in the beatitudes as a result of God’s blessing of them (Matthew 5:3-9).

‘Meek and lowly in heart.’ The idea behind meekness is not that of being afraid to stand up and be counted, but of not being continually concerned with one’s own interests. The meek person never gets het up about selfish concerns, for in cases like this his concern is only to please God and look after God’s interests. That is why Moses was able to be described as ‘meek’ (Numbers 12:3). Lowliness of heart goes with meekness. Compare ‘poor in spirit’. There is no thought of exalting self. Note how this connects with the activity of the Servant in Matthew 12:19-20, and with the continual emphasis on the fact that true greatness is found in being lowly (Matthew 20:25-28).

‘And you will find rest to your souls.’ Compare Jeremiah 6:16 where the rest is found by walking in the old paths, ‘the good way’. So the good way was to be found by walking as He walked. Note that in Jeremiah the failure to listen to what God was saying resulted in the exile. Here the One Who representing Israel has come out of exile (Matthew 2:15) offers the opportunity to them to ‘return from (spiritual) exile’ and find rest. But this is the rest of quietness and confidence. ‘In returning and rest you will be saved, in quietness and in confidence will be your strength’ (Isaiah 30:15)

Verse 30
“For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.”

The word translated ‘easy’ means ‘good, kind’. The point is that the yoke fits well and makes life easy so as to enable the task to be done quicker and better. It is not a recipe for idleness. As a carpenter Jesus had known what it meant to make a yoke fit the particular team that it was intended for so as to make life for the oxen as easy as possible. And that is what He is saying here, the yoke that He gives us will be designed just for us, and will fit comfortably. Of course it will require being meek and lowly in heart, it will mean walking alongside Him without chafing, it will involve putting in full effort, but it will make whatever burden we have to bear a light one. We will declare, ‘this is no burden. This is what Jesus wants me to help Him to carry’.

12 Chapter 12 

Verse 1
‘At that time Jesus went on the sabbath day through the grainfields, and his disciples were hungry and began to pluck ears and to eat.’

‘At that time.’ This is again a phrase that connects with what has gone before without being too specific. Matthew wants us to connect what he is about to say with what Jesus has just been saying about the heavy burden laid on men by the traditions of the elders (Matthew 11:26).

On this particular Sabbath Jesus was walking through a grainfield with His disciples, possibly after attending the synagogue. The Law of Moses allowed anyone walking through a grainfield to partake of the grain for his own needs if he was hungry, but not to put in a sickle (Deuteronomy 23:25). This was intended to be of especial benefit to the poor. Thus in that respect the disciples were within their rights in what they were doing. They were plucking the grain, rubbing it between their hands in order to rid it of the husk, and then eating it. But as they, with many Jews, were not used to being too ultra-strict about Sabbath Day observance, they had failed to recognise that this might cause offence.

For the ‘Elders’ had laid down the principle that just as reaping and threshing were not allowed on the Sabbath because they were ‘work’, so was anything that could be seen as reaping and threshing was forbidden. Jesus would not have disagreed with their main principle. Where the controversy came in as far as He was concerned was in interpreting what the disciples had been doing as ‘reaping and threshing’, and the speed at which they leapt in to condemn it. He would have been able to point out that had they really been reaping and threshing someone else’s field, then that would also have been frowned on as breaking the Law, for they must not put in the sickle. Thus it was clear that the Law allowed what His disciples were doing as not ‘putting in the sickle’. It was not seen by the Law as reaping and threshing.

The Pharisees saw it otherwise, and the synagogue elders would probably have backed them on it, for it was something on which they considered the Scribes had made a declaration. (Under later interpretation the disciples would have been able to do what they did to amounts less than ‘the size of a dried fig’, so pedantic had things become, and then it would have been a matter of whether each disciple had eaten more than the equivalent of a dried fig, although also at a later stage what the disciples did actually became ‘legal’, possibly influenced by this well known incident). So Jesus will not only refute it but will advance other arguments which will also emphasise His own authority.

‘Were hungry.’ It may well be that we are to see that they were going through a lean period as far as food was concerned. The Father’s provision does not always arrive just when we want it. Perhaps they had not eaten for some time. Indeed this may have been the reason why they went to the grainfields, taking advantage of the regulations concerning the poor. This may suggest that the customary Sabbath hospitality had not been offered to Jesus and His disciples at this time.

Verses 1-8
The Incident In The Grainfields (12:1-8).
The first incident arises when Jesus and His disciples are walking through some grainfields. Being hungry they pluck some of the grain, and eat it. This is then picked up by the Pharisees who basically claim that by doing so they are reaping and threshing the grain, an activity which was ‘work’, and therefore forbidden on the Sabbath.

Analysis.
a At that time Jesus went on the sabbath day through the grainfields, and his disciples were hungry and began to pluck ears and to eat (Matthew 12:1).

b But the Pharisees, when they saw it, said to him, “Behold, your disciples do what it is not lawful to do on the sabbath” (Matthew 12:2).

c But he said to them, “Have you not read what David did, when he was hungry, and those who were with him, how he entered into the house of God, and ate the showbread, which it was not lawful for him to eat, nor for those who were with him, but only for the priests?” (Matthew 12:3-4).

d “Or have you not read in the law, that on the sabbath day the priests in the temple profane the sabbath, and are guiltless?” (Matthew 12:5).

c “But I say to you, that one greater than the temple is here” (Matthew 12:6).

b “And if you had known what this means, ‘I desire mercy, and not sacrifice’, you would not have condemned the guiltless” (Matthew 12:7).

a “For the Son of man is lord of the sabbath.”

Note that in ‘a’ the disciples break the traditions of the elders concerning the Sabbath and in the parallel Jesus declares that as Son of Man He is lord of the Sabbath. In ‘b’ the declaration is that they have done what was not lawful, and in the parallel Jesus accuses them of condemning the guiltless. In ‘c’ David’s behaviour in connection with God’s house is declared, and in the parallel Jesus points out that He is greater than God’s house. In ‘d’ and centrally He makes the point that the priest can break the Sabbath rules and yet remain guiltless, thus there are some things that do genuinely override the Sabbath.

Verses 1-16
Controversy With The Pharisees About The Sabbath. The Son of Man Is Lord Of The Sabbath (12:1-16).
In the last passage Matthew has depicted words of Jesus concerning the heavy burden of the Law and the way to finding rest from it. Here we now have two clear illustrations of what He was saying, depicting the heavy yoke of the Law, and the way in which Jesus would make it ‘easier’. It also demonstrates that the Pharisees were on the watch for Him, trying to catch Him out. The opposition is growing until in Matthew 12:14 it reaches fever pitch. But this must not just be seen as an argument on the minutiae of the Law in the face of two different opinions. Jesus rather challenges the basic attitudes that lie behind the Scribes’ interpretation of the Law, and especially their right to challenge the disciples of the Son of Man on such a matter, for that is an implied criticism of Him. And He is Lord of the Sabbath.

The first challenge arises as a result of a walk through a grainfield on the Sabbath Day, when they pluck ears of grain, and roll it in their hands and eat it because they are hungry. The disciples are then faced up with the accusation of transgressing the Law because they have technically reaped and threshed grain on the Sabbath. Jesus is warned that what they have done ‘is not lawful’. This may well have been an official warning, (one warning on matters of interpretation of the Law had to be given to ‘the ignorant’) in which case not to heed it would involve being in danger of being brought before the synagogue courts for punishment. Jesus’ confutes it both on the grounds of precedence, and on the grounds that as the Son of Man, and greater than the Temple, He has the right to declare what is right on the Sabbath.

Then again in the synagogue Jesus Himself is challenged as to whether ‘it is lawful’ to heal on the Sabbath when a life is not at stake. It should be noted that in neither case does Jesus reply that the Sabbath need not be observed. What He does speak of is the kind of thing that must not be forbidden on the Sabbath simply because of the declaration of the Scribes. This is when it involves the genuine good of man, and cases of genuine need. By it He indicates that as the Son of Man He is the Lord of the Sabbath. That was a huge claim to make, for the Sabbath was God’s ordinance and not man’s. He was claiming to be able to unveil the mind of God (compare Matthew 11:27) and to be able to set aside tradition on a subject of great importance to the Jews.

The importance of the Sabbath to the Jews cannot be overstressed. They rejoiced in it for they saw it as marking them off as God’s people. No one else had such a symbol which every seven days revealed that like God at creation they worked in accordance with His pattern.

So Jesus’ reply is not that the Sabbath does not matter, but that their interpretation is wrong because they have not considered all the facts. He then points out that the Scriptures allow the breaking of the Sabbath Rule of ‘you shall do no manner of work’ in certain circumstances, and He stresses that what they have especially overlooked is God’s concern for mercy. Thus both the hungry poor (which includes His disciples) who need to eat on the Sabbath, and the doing of genuine good, are factors that, within reason, overrule the Sabbath prohibition, just as the Temple requirements do. In making this point He also stresses that One is now here Who is greater than the Temple and is Lord of the Sabbath. It is He Who has the right to say what is lawful on the Sabbath Day, and He makes clear that He declares His disciples innocent.

This theme of ‘greater than’ will continue on through the chapter. He is greater than the Temple (Matthew 12:6), He is greater than Satan (Matthew 12:29), He is greater than Jonah (Matthew 12:41), He is greater than the great King Solomon (Matthew 12:42), just as previously He was greater than John the greatest of all the Prophets (Matthew 11:11; Matthew 11:13-14). For He is the Spirit Anointed and beloved Servant of YHWH (Matthew 12:18).

Verse 2
‘But the Pharisees, when they saw it, said to him, “Behold, your disciples do what it is not lawful to do on the sabbath.” ’

Some of the Pharisees became aware of what His disciples were doing. It may be that they had been walking with the disciples, professing interest in Jesus’ message, while carefully watching for any failures in the behaviour of His disciples, or it may be that it had simply been reported to them by people who saw it, bringing them hurriedly to the scene. Either way they pointed out that He and His disciples (as their Master He could be accounted responsible) were doing what was not lawful on the Sabbath Day.

‘What is not lawful to do.’ We should note that this is probably not just a comment, but an official warning. Proceedings could not be taken under the Law against ‘the untaught’ at the first offence. The culprits had first to be warned so as to ensure that they did know what the Law was. If the warning was then ignored, proceedings could be taken (compare Acts 4:18 with Matthew 5:17). Thus Jesus and His disciples were being warned that if it happened again proceedings would be taken. The opposition was hardening.

It should be noted that this was not a question of whether the Sabbath should be observed. All would have been agreed on that. It was a question of what should be interpreted as work, and who had the authority to determine it. On the whole the Jews delighted in the Sabbath and rejoiced in it. It set them apart as God’s people, and as behaving as God had behaved. But Pharisaic interpretation was strict (in the Qumran community they were even stricter). Jesus’ argument is that it is a matter of compassion, and the fact that One Was here Who could authoritatively declare what was allowed on the grounds of compassion.

Verse 3-4
‘But he said to them, “Have you not read what David did, when he was hungry, and those who were with him, how he entered into the house of God, and they ate the showbread, which it was not lawful for him to eat, nor for those who were with him, but only for the priests?” ’

Jesus replied from a well known passage concerning David (1 Samuel 21:1-9). There David and his companions had, ‘because they were hungry’, persuaded the High Priest of the day to let him and his men have the old showbread which had been taken from the Table of Showbread in the Tabernacle when, as was the custom, it had been replaced. This was ‘holy’ and could only be eaten by the priests. But David had pleaded special circumstances and that his men were in a state of consecration, and his plea had been allowed even though ‘it was not lawful’. No one, not even the Scribes, had ever criticised David for this, or even did so now, because he was seen as having been God’s anointed. So one of Jesus’ points will be that as the Greater than David as ‘the Son of Man’, He has an even better right to determine Sabbath law. What David could lawfully do for himself and his men, He could lawfully do for Himself and His men. He could interpret the Law in their favour.

Another point that may have been in Jesus’ mind was that David had claimed the right because he was on the king’s business (even though in David’s case it was a lie). This, connected with Jesus statement that as Son of Man He was Lord of the Sabbath, may signify that He considered that His disciples were ‘on the King’s business’, that is, serving the Kingly Rule of Heaven. Jesus seems very much to have seen He and His men as parallel with David and his men.

Note here that David ‘went into the house of God’ (singular) while his men who ‘ate’ (plural) did not. Thus he was demonstrating some kind of right to enter the house of God. This may be intended to lead on to Jesus claim to be greater than the Temple.

Verse 5
“Or have you not read in the law, that on the sabbath day the priests in the temple profane the sabbath, and are guiltless?”

But he also has a second argument (which is not mentioned in Mark and Luke), and that is that the priests in performing their functions of worship are constantly technically breaking the Sabbath by carrying things, slaying sacrifices, and so on. And yet they are looked on as guiltless because the authority of the Temple overrides the Sabbath Law. His point therefore is partly that everything is not just a matter of ‘black and white’. There are various shades of grey. And so each case needs to be examined on its merits.

We can understand why Mark and Luke omit this section. To most of the people to whom they were writing the Temple ordinances were unimportant and not significant. To Jews and Jewish Christians, however, they would be of great importance, especially before the Temple was destroyed.

Verse 6
“But I say to you, that one greater than the temple is here.”

But Jesus now takes the opportunity of making a second point so as to bring home to them His claims. He points out that ‘One greater than the Temple is here’. Note His emphatic ‘I say to you’. He is speaking from a position of unique authority. The words are carefully chosen. He did not precisely say that He was the One Who was greater than the Temple. He left it to be implied. But again the claim is huge. He is indicating that He is greater than the Temple, that His importance outranks the importance of the Temple, and that He thus has the right to interpret the Law as it applies to His followers, just as the Temple could interpret the Law for its ministrants. Indeed as the Temple is the repository for the Law, it has authority over the Law. So as greater than the Temple He has more right to interpret the Law than any other living person. It was in fact to be one of the duties of the Messianic King to interpret the Law so as to ensure that he and the nation lived by it (Deuteronomy 17:19-20).

‘One greater than the Temple.’ ‘One’ is neuter, but in Greek this can signify a person when a quality is being stressed rather than the person himself (compare the similar use in Matthew 12:41-42). Alternately what is greater than the Temple might be the Kingly Rule of God, but that would then include the King (Matthew 12:28).

‘Is here.’ In other words let them note that the time has come. For long centuries the Temple has represented God on earth. But now it has been superseded as God’s primary means of being revealed to His people, by Another, the One Who can reveal the Father to whom He will (Matthew 11:27), or alternately by the presence of the Kingly Rule of Heaven, and the One Who represents it. Thus the Tabernacle and the Temple as the place around which God’s ‘congregation’ would gather is being replaced by Another around which a new congregation will gather.

Jesus comparison of Himself with the Temple comes out elsewhere. See Matthew 26:61; John 2:19-21. Just as within the Temple was the symbol of the Ark of the Covenant of YHWH (not the Ark itself but something that represented it) so within the body of Jesus was the living God Himself.

Verse 7
“And if you had known what this means, ‘I desire mercy, and not sacrifice’, you would not have condemned the guiltless.”

Having laid His claim Jesus now appeals to the conscience. Had the Pharisees known the meaning of Hosea 6:6 (compare here Matthew 9:3), they would have recognised that God put compassion before ritual. They would in that case have interpreted the Law compassionately and not harshly, and would have allowed the hungry poor to gather for their own need on the Sabbath. They would not have condemned those who in fact had done no wrong. It is a reminder that when we read the Scriptures we have a tendency to see what we want to see. The Pharisees saw prohibitions. Jesus saw compassion. Note the fact that Jesus did not see His disciples as having committed a minor sin, He considered that they had actually had the right to do what they had done, thus specifically setting Himself against the ideas of the Pharisees.

Verse 8
“For the Son of man is lord of the sabbath.”

Jesus then makes clear the basis of His authority. As Son of Man He is lord of the Sabbath. That is, as God’s appointed King elect (Daniel 7:13-14) He has the right to lay down what the Sabbath requirements really are. The Sabbath is subject to Him.

Verse 9
‘And he departed from there and went into their synagogue,’

All three synoptic Gospels place this incident after the incident of the grainfields for similar reasons, because they deal with what is not lawful on the Sabbath, and because they reveal the condition of Israel. Luke tells us that this incident was on another Sabbath. Matthew’s connection is a typically ‘loose’ one. He is not saying that He immediately went to the synagogue. ‘Their’ synagogue may in this case be pointing at the Pharisees. In which case it is indicating that Jesus was, as it were, walking into the lion’s den. Or it may simply be the usual use in this Gospel. As previously mentioned each town had ‘its’ synagogue or synagogues, and Matthew would not feel closely connected with the synagogue. But the ring of sadness lies in the fact that in the very place where men were meant to worship God, they would attack His Son.

Verses 9-16
The Man With The Withered Hand (12:9-16).
Having described the rejection of Himself and John by the general people, the rejection of His Messianic signs by the local towns, and the hostility of the Pharisees, the story of the man with the withered hand fits in aptly. It is a reminder of the condition of Israel. They too are like a man with a withered hand.

Once again the idea of ‘it is not lawful’ enters in. The yoke of the Law is once more stressed, and the One Who eases that yoke (Matthew 11:30) is described. And once again He is at loggerheads with the Pharisees, who are this time so infuriated that they go away in order to plot how they can get rid of Him. In a sense they are the unhealed withered hand of Israel. But central to the account is that Jesus has come to lift men out of the pit and restore them (compare Matthew 9:12-13). And He will do it for the man with the withered hand, and indeed for all whose lives are withered.

Analysis.
a And he departed from there and went into their synagogue (Matthew 12:9).

b And behold, a man having a withered hand. And they asked him, saying, “Is it lawful to heal on the sabbath day?” so that they might accuse him’ (Matthew 12:10).

c And he said to them, “What man will there be of you, who will have one sheep, and if this fall into a pit on the sabbath day, will not lay hold on it, and lift it out?” (Matthew 12:11).

d “How much then is a man of more value than a sheep!” (Matthew 12:12 a).

c “For which reason it is lawful to do good on the sabbath day” (Matthew 12:12 b).

b Then he says to the man, “Stretch forth your hand.” And he stretched it forth, and it was restored whole, as the other (Matthew 12:13).

a But the Pharisees went out, and took counsel against him, how they might destroy him (Matthew 12:14).

Note how in ‘a’ Jesus went into the synagogue in order to heal, and in the parallel the Pharisees went out of the synagogue in order to destroy. In ‘b’ they asked, ‘is it lawful to heal’, and in the parallel Jesus healed. In ‘c’ He provides His illustration of why it is lawful to do good on the Sabbath, and in the parallel He states that it is so. Centrally in ‘d’ is the declaration of man’s value to God.

Verse 10
‘And behold, a man having a withered hand. And they asked him, saying, “Is it lawful to heal on the sabbath day?” so that they might accuse him.’

As usual Matthew sticks to the bare facts. There was a man with a withered hand there and they challenged Him as to whether it was lawful to heal on the Sabbath day. Note their assumption that He could do it, which underlines their hypocrisy. They knew what He could do and they still opposed Him. They were even more unforgivable than the towns (Matthew 11:20-24) for they had had the opportunity to think deeply about it. And here their sole aim was to accuse Him. He might have wriggled rather unsatisfactorily out of the previous challenge, but this time if He healed they had got Him. The interpreters of the Law were quite clear on the fact that it was not right to heal on the Sabbath except when life was in danger, and then only to the minimum amount required to preserve life.

Verse 11
‘And he said to them, “What man will there be of you, who will have one sheep, and if this fall into a pit on the sabbath day, will not lay hold on it, and lift it out?” ’

Jesus replies by posing a question, a typical Rabbinic method. What man among them would not take hold of a sheep and lift it out of a pit into which it had fallen on the Sabbath, even though its life was not in danger? That was permitted. Let them think about it. Reference to a sheep has significance in Matthew for he has likened the ‘lost’ in Israel to sheep (Matthew 9:36; Matthew 10:6). Thus the move on to the greater value of a man is to be expected.

Verse 12
‘And he says to him, “Friend, how did you come in here not having a wedding-garment?” And he was speechless.’

So the king speaks gently bit firmly to the offending man. He begins by calling him, ‘Friend’. In Matthew this is always said with a heavy heart. Compare Matthew 20:13; Matthew 26:50. It indicates someone being addressed who is in the wrong, but is being approached with thought and consideration. And then he questions him as to why he has come to the marriage-feast not wearing a wedding-garment.

The speechlessness of the man is intended to indicate his guilt. Had he had good reason he would have spoken out. But he could hardly tell the king that he had done it because he was contemptuous of the king and his son. And yet that could be the only real reason for doing it. But he had probably not expected the king to come in among such ‘common’ company.

Verse 13
‘Then the king said to the attendants, “Bind him hand and foot, and cast him out into the outer darkness. There will be the weeping and the gnashing of teeth.” ’

The king then orders ‘his attendants’ (not his slaves, and therefore here probably the angels. Men never help in this kind of judgment) to bind the man hand and foot and cast him into the outer darkness. He is excluded from the circle of the well lit feast, and the rejoicing and gladness of both this world and the next (Matthew 19:29), and despatched to where it is for ever dark (in direct contrast to Colossians 1:13). And in that place there is weeping and gnashing of teeth because all who are there recognise what they have lost. It pictures the time of man’s final loss of hope.

Compare for this description Matthew 8:12, where it happens to the professing ‘sons of the Kingly Rule’ (those who should have received it, but rejected it), and Matthew 25:30 where it happens to the man who failed to respond to his lord’s requirement for faithful service. The future for all who reject the King’s Son and fail to respond to His will is bleak.

Verse 14
‘For many are called, but few chosen.’

The parable then ends with a maxim. Many are called to respond to the King’s invitation, but only comparatively few are ‘chosen’, that is, are His elect (compare Matthew 24:31), that is, are those who are fully responsive to Him because of His effective call (John 6:44).

Verse 15-16
‘And Jesus perceiving it withdrew from there, and many followed him, and he healed them all, and charged them that they should not make him known.’

Jesus, perceiving the attitude of the Pharisees, withdrew from that place. But the crowds continued to follow Him and He ‘healed them all’, in both body and spirit. Then He charged them not to make a great fuss about it. He did not want to arouse attention. He wanted His ministry to go forward quietly (compare Matthew 12:19-20) benefiting those who sought Him, without drawing the attention of those who were not interested, and even antagonistic.

Note the way in which this introduction (which is possibly an abbreviation of Mark 3:7-12) thoroughly prepares for the quotation that follows. It summarises what has preceded it, describes the new change of direction that is coming, and outlines what will follow. The quotation from Isaiah, which comes after it, then also does the same demonstrating that what He is doing is in fulfilment of Scripture.

(Matthew 12:1). Jesus withdraws from the Jews of the area. This continues Jesus’ estrangement from the Jews, which as we have seen has been emphasised, which will eventually lead towards His later Gentile ministry, a ministry now being prepared for in the quotation. See Matthew 12:18; Matthew 12:21. The failure of the Jews to respond will result in His going out to the nations (see below).
(Matthew 12:2). Many ‘follow’ Him because He is the successful Servant of YHWH (Matthew 12:20). The lost sheep of the house of Israel (Matthew 9:36; Matthew 10:6) are gathering to Him.
(Matthew 12:3). He heals all who come to Him because as the Servant (Matthew 12:18) He is the One Who bears their afflictions and carries their diseases (Matthew 8:17). The ‘all’ indicates that even those who do not need bodily healing, find healing in Jesus (Matthew 9:12).
(Matthew 12:4). But He desires no publicity, for His ministry is to be quietly conducted, as in the quotation in Matthew 12:19. He has come for those whom His Father has given Him (John 6:37; John 10:29).

And as we have seen above what now follows looks back to the beginning of His ministry, outlines His present ministry, and then looks forward to what lies ahead, especially His movement to preaching in Gentile territories.

Verses 15-21
Jesus Is The Servant of YHWH As Promised By Isaiah (12:15-21).
The quotation from Isaiah in this passage is the central point in the chiasmus of this whole section from Matthew 11:1 to Matthew 12:50 (as shown above). It is also a turning point in the Gospel. Now that the Jews are turning away from Him He will begin to look further afield. What will now follow is but the working out of these words of Isaiah, together with the idea of the Servant that lies behind them (Matthew 8:17; Matthew 20:28).

Thus, having demonstrated the Satanic influence on Israel (Matthew 12:22-32; Matthew 12:43-45), and having further condemned Israel’s unreceptiveness (Matthew 12:41-42), and having rejected all human relationships in favour of those with the new people of God (Matthew 12:46-50), He will reveal in parables a ministry that is to reach to the whole world (Matthew 13:32; Matthew 13:38; Matthew 13:48-49) because Israel has refused to see and hear (Matthew 13:14-15) as prophesied by Isaiah. Rejected even by His own home town (Matthew 13:53-58), and in order to escape Herod (Matthew 14:1-13), He goes into the wilderness (compare Matthew 2:15; Matthew 4:1-11) where He gathers together His new congregation and feeds them with bread from Heaven in a covenant meal (Matthew 14:13-21), which foreshadows His final covenant meal (Matthew 26:26-29). Then citing Isaiah, again by name, He draws attention to the unresponsiveness of Israel (Matthew 15:8-9), and goes into Gentile territory, where He makes clear the terms on which He will offer mercy to the Gentiles (Matthew 15:21-28). He continues on in Gentile territory and parallels there the previous feeding of His new congregation (Matthew 15:29-39), before returning to Magadan in Galilee. Back in Galilee He warns against the teaching of the Scribes and Pharisees. Then He returns again to Gentile territory at Caesarea Philippi where His Messiahship is declared by Peter and He declares that He is forming a new congregation of the people of God (Matthew 16:13-20), and reveals His coming suffering at the hands of the Jews (Matthew 16:21). This is then followed by the manifestation of His glory on Gentile territory (Matthew 17:1-8).

Returning to Galilee it is only in order to stress His coming death and resurrection (Matthew 17:22-23) and His rejected kingship (Matthew 17:24-27), before laying down the principles on which the new congregation is to operate (Matthew 18:1 to Matthew 19:1), and at this point He leaves Galilee for Jerusalem on His way to His death (Matthew 20:17-18), where He will fulfil the Servant’s destiny (Matthew 20:19-20). However, from now on His actions are no longer those of the Servant but of the King (Matthew 21:5). Here He will symbolically cleanse the Temple, giving it its final opportunity (Matthew 21:12-17), before declaring it cursed in His withering of the fig tree (Matthew 21:18-22). Challenged by His enemies He reveals His sonship and the expectations that He has of what His destiny will be as the Son (Matthew 21:33-39), before declaring what is to happen to those who rid themselves of Him (Matthew 21:40-42). As a result the Kingly Rule is to be taken away from them and given to a new nation which will produce its fruits (Matthew 21:43). In the light of the whole picture this can only be inclusive of the Gentiles.

He then teaches a parable making clear the rejection of God’s offer by Israel, and the judgment that will result, leaving the way open for those who are from the highways and byways, the outcasts, who will be provided with a wedding garment, the wedding garment of His saving righteousness (Matthew 5:6; Matthew 6:33; Matthew 7:7-11; Matthew 13:43; Matthew 25:37; Matthew 25:46) and forgiveness (Matthew 6:12; Matthew 9:6; Matthew 18:21-35), the uniform of the Kingly Rule of Heaven. Only those who wear it will be safe at the judgment (Matthew 25:31-46). They, like the Servant, are the chosen (Matthew 22:14), who will be gathered to Him in the final day (Matthew 24:31).

He is tested by His enemies (Matthew 22:15-33) before declaring the foundation principles of the new community (Matthew 22:34-40) and His own great superiority to David as David’s LORD (Matthew 22:41-46). Then He declares the final judgment of God on the Scribes and Pharisees (Matthew 12:23) and on Jerusalem (Matthew 12:24-25) prior to His coming in glory for His own. This then leads on to His cross and resurrection, after which He makes clear His enthronement in triumph and His mission to the nations through His Apostles, who will be baptised in the Name of the Father (6-7; Matthew 10:20; Matthew 10:29; Matthew 10:33; Matthew 11:25-28), and of the Son (Matthew 3:17; Matthew 11:25-28; Matthew 17:5; Matthew 21:37; Matthew 22:2) and of the Holy Spirit (Matthew 3:11; Matthew 10:20; Matthew 12:28-31). They will thus enjoy all the blessing brought by the King and Servant (Matthew 28:18-20). ‘In His Name will the Gentiles hope’ (Matthew 12:21).

As we have seen earlier (see especially introductory article on ‘that it might be fulfilled), the prophecy of Isaiah lies latent below the whole of this central section of Matthew’s Gospel from Matthew 3:3 to Matthew 20:28. Only in this section are his prophecies cited by name. And emphasis in these prophecies is on Jesus, firstly as the One Who has had the way prepared before Him (Matthew 3:3); then as the light Who has shone from darkness resulting in the coming King of Isaiah 9:6-7 (Matthew 4:14-16) ; then as the Servant of YHWH Who has come bearing their afflictions and carrying their sicknesses (Matthew 8:17); and now as the Servant and Beloved of YHWH Who by His Spirit will reach out to both Jew and Gentile, working patiently and quietly until He has achieved righteous victory. See also Matthew 15:7-9; Matthew 20:28.

This quotation from Isaiah is widely reflected in the wider context. For ‘Behold My Servant Whom I have chosen, My beloved’ see Matthew 3:17; Matthew 17:5. For ‘in Whom My soul is well pleased’, see Matthew 3:17; Matthew 11:26. For ‘I will put My Spirit upon Him’ see Matthew 3:11; Matthew 3:16; Matthew 12:28. For ‘He will declare judgment (righteous truth) to the nations’ see Matthew 8:11; Matthew 21:43; Matthew 22:9-10; Matthew 24:14; Matthew 28:19; also potentially in Matthew 11:21; Matthew 12:41-42. For ‘He will not strive, nor cry aloud, nor will any one hear His voice in the streets’ see Matthew 6:5; Matthew 11:16; Matthew 12:16. For ‘a bruised reed will He not break’ see Matthew 11:7; for ‘smoking flax will He not quench’ see Matthew 11:28-30. For ‘until He sends forth judgment (righteous truth) unto victory’ see Matthew 13:30; Matthew 13:41-43; Matthew 19:28; Matthew 24:30-31; Matthew 25:31-46; Matthew 26:64; Matthew 28:18-20. For ‘and in His name will the nations hope’ see Matthew 2:1-2; Matthew 8:11; Matthew 13:32; Matthew 15:27; Matthew 15:31; Matthew 24:14; Matthew 28:19.

The quotation is mainly based on Isaiah 42:1-4, but as supplemented by other references in Isaiah. First let us consider Matthew’s text side by side with the Hebrew text (MT) and Greek Septuagint (LXX).

	MATTHEW
	MT
	LXX

	Behold, my servant
	Behold my servant
	My servant Jacob,

	whom I have chosen,
	whom I uphold
	I will help him

	My beloved in whom
	My chosen in whom
	My chosen one, Israel,

	my soul is well pleased.
	my soul delights.
	my soul has accepted him;

	I will put my Spirit
	I have put my Spirit
	I have put my Spirit

	upon him,
	upon him
	upon him

	And he will declare
	he will bring forth
	he will bring forth

	judgment to the Gentiles.
	judgment to the Gentiles.
	judgment to the Gentiles.

	He will not strive,
	he will not cry,
	He will not cry

	nor cry aloud,
	nor lift up,
	nor lift up his voice,

	Nor will any one hear
	nor cause to be heard
	nor shall be heard

	his voice in the streets.
	his voice in the streets.
	his voice without.

	A bruised reed
	A bruised reed
	A bruised reed

	he will not break, 
	he will not break
	he will not break,

	And smoking flax
	and the smoking flax
	and smoking flax

	he will not quench,
	he will not quench
	he will not quench;

	Until he send forth
	he will bring forth
	but he shall bring forth

	judgment unto victory.
	judgment in truth.
	judgment to truth.

	and in his name
	and the isles will wait
	and in his name

	will the Gentiles hope.
	for his law.
	will the Gentiles hope.


In line 2 Matthew has ‘chosen’ instead of ‘uphold’. He will replace ‘chosen’ with ‘beloved’ in line 3 so now takes the opportunity of incorporating it here. Alternatively it may have been incorporated from Isaiah 43:10 or Isaiah 44:1 where the Servant is described as God’s chosen one. It is a standard description of the Servant. In line 3 Matthew has ‘my beloved’ instead of ‘my chosen’. The idea of the beloved may have been incorporated from Isaiah 41:8 so as to connect with Abraham, or it may be that Matthew wished to connect with the idea of the beloved Son in Matthew 3:17. In line 7 Matthew translates as ‘declare’ instead of ‘bring forth’, possibly, on the basis of Isaiah 12:4; Isaiah 42:9; Isaiah 45:19, wishing by it to emphasise the evangelistic mission to the Gentiles. In line 9 Matthew translates as ‘he will not strive’ instead of ‘he will not cry’, possibly to take into account Jesus’ striving by voice with the Jews in the previous passage. In line 17 Matthew translates as ‘until he send forth’ instead of ‘he will bring forth’, again emphasising the mission of the Apostles. In line 18 Matthew has ‘judgment unto victory’ instead of ‘judgment in (to) truth’, possibly on the basis of a version of Isaiah 25:8 as cited by Paul (1 Corinthians 15:54), so as to incorporate Jesus’ victory over death, the final truth. But, of course, the final victory will indicate the success of truth. In lines 19 and 20 Matthew is parallel to LXX. This latter is probably connected with Isaiah 51:5 LXX where ‘in My arm will the Gentiles hope’ (MT - ‘on my arm will they hope/trust’) parallels ‘the isles will wait for me’, possibly being combined with Isaiah 12:4 where we have ‘call upon His Name’ (note how Matthew 12:4 also probably affected line 7). It may be that Matthew has brought together these ideas in Isaiah in his quotation so as to emphasise particular points. We can compare how Paul brings together various verses in Romans 3:10-18, and Mark incorporates two citations into one in Mark 1:2-3, on the grounds that all are Scripture and can therefore be fused together as Scripture. Or it is possible that he took the quotation from a text or compendium of quotations which had done the same. Note how ‘my beloved in whom I am well pleased’ parallels Matthew 3:17. It is clear that Matthew did not use LXX (he only does so when he is also paralleling Mark). So either his quotation is a free translation of the original as seen in the light of other Scriptures, or it is from an unknown source.

Analysis of Matthew 12:15-21.
a And Jesus perceiving it withdrew from there (Matthew 12:15 a).

b And many followed Him, and He healed them all (Matthew 12:15 b).

c And He charged them that they should not make Him known (Matthew 12:16).

d That it might be fulfilled which was spoken through Isaiah the prophet, saying, “Behold, My servant whom I have chosen” (Matthew 12:18 a).

e My beloved in whom My soul is well pleased (Matthew 12:18 b).

d I will put My Spirit upon Him, and he will declare righteous truth to the nations (18d).

c He will not strive, nor cry aloud, nor will any one hear His voice in the streets (Matthew 12:19).

b A bruised reed will He not break, and smoking flax will He not quench, until He sends forth righteous truth unto victory (Matthew 12:20).

a And in His name will the nations hope (Matthew 12:21).

.

Note how in ‘a’ Jesus withdraws from the Jews, and in the parallel is the thought that eventually He will reach out to the Gentiles, or better, the nations. In ‘b’ many follow Him and He heals them all, and in the parallel he restores the bruised reed and the smoking flax. In ‘c He charges the crowds not to make Him known, and in the parallel He too goes quietly around His work. In ‘d’ the Spirit inspired Isaiah speaks of God’s chosen Servant, and in the parallel the Spirit inspires the Servant to declare righteous truth to the nations, which is a recognised ministry of the Servant (Isaiah 42:6; Isaiah 49:6). Centrally in ‘e’ attention is focused on the Beloved in Whom God is well pleased.

Verse 17
‘That it might be fulfilled which was spoken through Isaiah the prophet, saying,’

The whole of Jesus’ ministry (from Matthew 3:3 to Matthew 20:28) is at this point seen by Matthew to be a fulfilment of Isaiah’s prophecy, leading up to Matthew 20:28. He continually and distinctively cites Isaiah’s propheciesby name, while outside this cluster he only mentions Jeremiah (even when citing Isaiah), who, as the one who was called from the womb (Jeremiah 1:5), and was famed as the weeping prophet (Jeremiah 9:1), was most suitable to connect with the commencement and end of the life of Jesus (Matthew 12:17; Matthew 27:9). See introduction. This particular quotation from Isaiah covers the points made in the above summary. It is also a summary of all that is to follow.

Verse 18
“I will put my Spirit upon him, And he will declare judgment to the nations (Gentiles).”

He is the One on Whom the Spirit has come in accordance with Matthew 3:11, as witnessed to in Matthew 3:16, being led by the Spirit from then on (Matthew 4:1). But this is no ordinary anointing, for, as we learned in Matthew 3:11, by it He became the One Who could dispense the Spirit. The Spirit will work in accordance with His will. And by casting out evil spirits by that same Spirit He has demonstrated that the Kingly Rule of God has now come (Matthew 12:28). Thus do we learn that the ability of the Apostles to cast out evil spirits (Matthew 10:1) has come through the work of the Spirit on them, as promised in Matthew 3:11. And as a result He will declare righteous truth to the nations (as described in the comments on Matthew 12:18 a).

The word ‘judgment’ includes both the thought of bringing righteous truth to the nations, and also judgment (but still as righteous truth) for those who are under condemnation (Matthew 11:20-24; Matthew 12:41-42). This will finally result in His sending out of His Apostles to the nations (Matthew 24:14; Matthew 28:19).

Verse 19
“He will not strive, nor cry aloud, nor will any one hear his voice in the streets.”

His ministry will be neither strident nor publicity seeking. Not for Him the standing on street corners of Matthew 6:5, or the sitting in the streets mocking of Matthew 11:17, or the seeking of fame through His miracles (Matthew 8:4; Matthew 9:30; Matthew 12:16). Nor will He strive with those whose hearts are hardened (Matthew 10:13-14; Matthew 11:20-24; Matthew 12:15; Matthew 15:21). Rather He will be meek and lowly in heart (Matthew 11:29).

This was in contrast with earthly rulers, who are renowned for their bluster (compare Matthew 20:25), and was in contrast with how most people would have seen the Messiah, although we must remember that there were those who saw Him as coming as a great Teacher. Matthew wants it to be clear that Jesus is not on earth to stir up unnecessary trouble Matthew 21:5), even though His presence will necessarily cause dissension (Matthew 10:21-22; Matthew 10:35-36).

Verse 20
“Until he send forth (thrust forth) judgment (righteous truth) unto victory.”

For the Servant the victory is assured. He will send forth His righteous truth until He is finally triumphant. Nothing will be able to prevent His success, for God is with Him and His all-prevailing Spirit is upon Him. For some the righteous truth will result in eternal life, for others it will result in everlasting punishment (Matthew 25:46). There may here be a connection to a reading of Isaiah 25:8, as cited by Paul in 1 Corinthians 15:54, where ‘death is swallowed up in victory’. That will be the final triumph. For His greatest act of thrusting forth judgment unto victory would be the cross, where justice was satisfied, the Enemy was defeated (Colossians 2:15) and true righteousness became available to men (2 Corinthians 5:21).

In Matthew 9:38 the disciples were to pray that labourers be ‘thrust forth’ into the harvest fields. Perhaps they are to be seen as involved in His ‘thrusting forth’ of righteous truth here.

Verse 21
“And in his name will the nations (Gentiles) hope.”

The words are cited from LXX. As we have suggested above this latter is probably connected with Isaiah 51:5 LXX where we find ‘in My arm will the Gentiles hope’ (MT - ‘on my arm will they hope/trust’) which in Isaiah 51:5 parallels ‘the isles will wait for me’. The latter is similar to the MT reading which parallels Matthew 12:21. But Matthew did not want attention focused on the Law, he wanted it focused on Jesus.

The ‘arm of the Lord’ always indicates His personal intervention, and that is also included in the thought of His Name being there. (Compare 1 Kings 8:42; Psalms 118:10; Isaiah 30:27 with 30). The Ark which went before Israel (Numbers 10:35-36) was also closely connected with His Name (1 Chronicles 13:6)). For His Name would act powerfully among the nations (Matthew 28:19). There is possibly here a bringing in of Isaiah 12:4 where we have the command to ‘call upon His Name’. But what is important is that the Servant will bring hope to all nations, including the Gentiles. This is building up towards His ministry in Gentile territories which we will discover shortly, and the final sending out of the Apostles to the nations (Matthew 28:19) to take to them the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit as described and taught by Jesus in the Gospel.

Verse 22
‘Then was brought to him one who was possessed with a demon, blind and dumb, and he healed him, in so much that the dumb man spoke and saw.’

Matthew now introduces an example of someone who needs the power of the Spirit of God exercised on his behalf. He is possessed by a demon which makes him both blind, and deaf and dumb. The word used for ‘dumb’ regularly includes deafness. It is no coincidence that these are the spiritual problems of Israel (Matthew 13:14-15), and Matthew has that in mind. The people of Israel are blind and cannot recognise Who Jesus is, they are deaf and dumb and do not testify to His Name. But once Jesus had healed the man he both spoke and saw. (Notice the minor chiasmus - ‘blind - dumb - spoke - saw’). So it could be for Israel if they would only look to Him. They would be able to ‘see God’ (Matthew 5:8) and be able to testify of Him (Matthew 10:32).

Note that the man is described as ‘healed’ which is unusual for the casting out of demons (but compare Matthew 15:28). It may well be that Jesus wants to connect it with the overall ‘healing’ of Israel in Matthew 12:15. Normally a demon is spoken of as being cast out by a word (Jesus is never said to lay hands on a demon-possessed person).

Verses 22-32
The Holy Spirit Triumphs Over The Evil Spirit World Establishing the Kingly Rule of God For All Who Will Hear And Respond (12:22-32).
Following on this emphasis on the coming of the Servant of YHWH with the Holy Spirit upon Him we are now to learn something of His activity against the powers of evil. Prior to this mention has been made of the casting out of evil spirits Matthew 4:24; Matthew 8:16; Matthew 8:28-34; Matthew 9:32-34; Matthew 10:1; Matthew 10:8 (although interestingly not as a sign of the Coming One - Matthew 11:5), and even of the accusation that it was by the prince of demons that Jesus cast them out (Matthew 9:34). But now we are to be introduced to the implications of this situation. The reason that He can cast out evil spirits by a word is because the Spirit of God is now active in Israel through Him. The Servant has come in the full power of the Spirit of God and the forces of evil are in retreat. In this section there is a powerful emphasis on the activity of evil spirits, and Jesus’ response to it. For not only does He signify that His activity in casting out evil spirits by the Spirit of God has revealed that Satan has been bound and that the Kingly Rule of God has come to Israel (Matthew 12:28) in power, but He also indicates that Israel as a whole is like a demon possessed man who has been freed from an evil spirit, only for it to return with seven other worse spirits, because he had not responded from his heart to God, so that his position is even worse than before (Matthew 12:43-45). This picture He applies directly to Israel (Matthew 12:45). He is binding Satan on their behalf. But if they fail to respond to the new Rule that He now offers, the Kingly Rule of God, they must expect something seven times worse.

The very detail with which Matthew goes into this passage demonstrates how important he saw the detail to be, for normally he abbreviates and only states the basically important points. Here all the points are clearly seen as basically important.

First, however, we are brought face to face with the reality of the situation in a blind and deaf/dumb spirit which is possessing a man. This is blindness and deafness is a picture of Israel (Matthew 13:14-15). And Jesus heals the man so that he can both see and speak, just as He would do to Israel if it would turn to Him. That we are to interpret it in that way comes out in Matthew 12:43-45.

Prior to the quotation of the prophecy of Isaiah, Matthew had shown us an Israel that was dumb in response to Jesus works (Matthew 11:20-24), and blind to His message (Matthew 11:17), and even blinder Pharisees who were out to bring Him down (Matthew 12:1-14). Now here after the quotation pointing to the Servant, new hope springs up for at least some of the blind, and deaf and dumb, of Israel. But for the hardened among the Pharisees there is still seen to be little hope, because they are deliberately closing their minds. Notice that Matthew constantly introduces the Pharisees where the other Gospels are less emphatic. It is clear that he particularly saw them as being against Jesus. This would tie in with he himself being an ex-public servant and thus especially looked down on by the Pharisees.

Analysis.
a Then was brought to him one who was possessed with a demon, blind and dumb (Matthew 12:22 a).

b And he healed him, in so much that the dumb man spoke and saw (Matthew 12:22).

c And all the crowds were amazed, and said, “Can this be the son of David?” (Matthew 12:23).

d But when the Pharisees heard it, they said, “This man does not cast out demons, except by Beelzeboul, the prince of the demons” (Matthew 12:24).

e And knowing their thoughts he said to them, “Every kingdom divided against itself is brought to desolation, and every city or house divided against itself will not stand, and if Satan casts out Satan, he is divided against himself. How then will his kingdom stand?” (Matthew 12:25-26).

d “And if I by Beelzeboul cast out demons, by whom do your sons cast them out? Therefore shall they be your judges” (Matthew 12:27).

c “But if I by the Spirit of God cast out demons, then is the Kingly Rule of God come upon you” (Matthew 12:28).

b “Or how can one enter into the house of the strong man, and spoil his goods, except he first bind the strong man? And then he will spoil his house” (Matthew 12:29).

a “He who is not with me is against me, and he who does not gather with me scatters”

Note that in ‘a’ the man is blind and dumb, and in the parallel the one who is not with Him is against Him, and the one who does not gather with Him, scatters. In ‘b’ Jesus binds the strong man and enters his house, for He arranges the healing of a demon possessed man, and in the parallel the point is made that no one can enter the strong man’s house and free his goods unless He first bind the strong man. Then he may spoil his house. In ‘c’ the crowds ask if this is the Son of David, and in the parallel the answer is that the Kingly Rule of God (to be introduced by David’s seed) is upon them. In ‘d’ the Pharisees say that He casts out spirits by the prince of demons, and in the parallel Jesus asks how, if that is so, there own sons cast them out. Centrally in ‘e’ is the concept that if Satan fights against himself his kingdom will collapse. Thus it cannot be true. (It is only men who do stupid things like that).

Verse 23
‘And all the crowds were amazed, and said, “Can this be the son of David?”

When the crowds saw it their thoughts were half positive. They ‘saw’, at least to some extent, and testified well. They were amazed at what they had seen, and their thought was, “Can this be the son of David?” The way the question is expressed suggests both doubt and hope, just as Israel are split into those who are more positive, and those who are more negative.

There appears to be fairly strong evidence in Matthew that he links the title Son of David to the casting out of evil spirits and the healing of the blind (Matthew 9:27; Matthew 15:22; Matthew 20:30; Matthew 21:9; Matthew 21:15 with 14). This may well have arisen from the fact that Solomon the son of David was famed (even if only in legend) for teaching methods of casting out evil spirits, something which is explained in Josephus. Possibly blindness was linked to this although Josephus does not say so. Thus they may well have seen what Jesus was doing as confirming His relationship to Solomon, the son of David, and therefore to David himself, thus evidencing Matthew 1:1. This would then lead on to the thought of the Messiah. ‘Son of David’ is in fact found in the Psalms of Solomon as a description of the Messiah. So at least a part of the crowd are beginning to recognise a prince of Heaven.

Verse 24
‘But when the Pharisees heard it, they said, “This one does not cast out demons, except by Beelzeboul, the prince of the demons.”

Note the contemptuous ‘this one’. In direct contrast to the crowds the Pharisees in effect said, ‘Is not this the son of Beelzeboul?’, but in their case they had no doubts. They were truly spiritually blind, and spiritually dumb. They had had to acknowledge that Jesus did cast out evil spirits. That could not be denied. Thus if He had taught the same things as them, there would have been no problem. They would undoubtedly have hailed it as a sign that God’s hand was with Him. However, when He opposed them on so much, they were put into a position where they had to find something bad to say about Him, and involvement with demons was a sure way to do that. It was always a safe bet in those superstitious days to accuse someone who disagreed with you, and could do things that you could not do, of ‘the black arts’. They thus claimed that it was on the authority of the prince of demons that He cast out evil spirits. But that was in fact inconsistent with their normal teaching, and they were denying the Kingly Rule of God as openly revealed (Matthew 12:28), simply because of their own prejudice.

This clear disagreement between the crowds and the Pharisees may well be intended to draw out to his readers that here was a ‘divided kingdom’ of the kind Jesus would now speak about. It would therefore contain within itself the indication that Israel too was heading for destruction.

‘Beelzeboul.’ Compare Matthew 10:25; Luke 11:15. Different manuscripts and versions present the full name differently It is given as ‘Beelzebub’ in the Syriac and Vulgate versions - probably as taken from the name of the oracular god in 2 Kings 1:2-3, and as ‘Beelzeboul’ in most manuscripts. It is given as ‘Beezeboul’ in only a few manuscripts, but these include weighty ones (Aleph, B). The latter may, however, simply have dropped the ‘l’ because ‘lz’ was difficult to Greek speakers.

The correct name may well thus be Beelzeboul. ‘Zeboul’ may represent ‘zebel’ (dung) or ‘zebul’ (dwelling). Thus the name may mean ‘lord of the house (or dwelling)’ (see Matthew 12:25 b which seems to confirm this). Or it may be ‘lord of dung’ as an insulting name for Satan. The former would explain the stress on ‘house’ in Jesus’ repudiation (Matthew 12:25; Matthew 12:28). The name Zbl is also found in a Ugaritic text, linked with baal, where it may be a proper name or mean ‘prince’, and thus ‘Prince Baal’ (but why is it then changed to ‘zeboul’?). Matthew 12:25 b thus suggests that Beelzeboul is seen as master over a household of demons (compare its meaning as ‘Lord of the house’). The thought was horrific. Jesus being compared to the Prince of Demons, and His household therefore a household of demons (which is later seen as absurd when we learn that His household in fact consists of those who do the will of His Father - Matthew 12:50). But it was clearly set policy for His opponents (Matthew 9:34; Matthew 10:25). They had to have some explanation for the wonders that they saw in front of their eyes and could not explain away. As the narrative goes on we learn that this is a synonym for Satan, as we would gather from him being the prince of the demons.

Verse 25-26
‘And knowing their thoughts he said to them, “Every kingdom divided against itself is brought to desolation, and every city or house divided against itself will not stand, and if Satan casts out Satan, he is divided against himself. How then will his kingdom stand?”

Jesus replies by showing up their false logic. Kingdoms where civil war is continually in progress always collapse. Households which are always at loggerheads do the same. Thus if Satan actually casts out Satan, he is in a similar state, and therefore his kingdom also will collapse. But everyone knew that Satan’s kingdom was in fact to grow stronger towards the end, not weaker. How then could that be if it was subject to civil war? And besides, Satan had too much common sense for that. Thus it was quite clear that their assertions must be untrue.

Note the thought that Satan’s kingdom is one kingdom made up of all the kingdoms of the world (see Matthew 4:8). The idea is that whole world lies in the evil one (1 John 5:19), apart from those in the Kingly Rule of God (compare Colossians 1:13).

Verse 27
“And if I by Beelzeboul cast out demons, by whom do your sons cast them out? Therefore shall they be your judges.”

Furthermore let them consider another factor. If Jesus cast out demons by Beelzeboul, how did their own exorcisers cast them out? ‘Your sons’ indicates those of whom the Pharisees approved. Or it may mean just ‘true Jews’ in their eyes. But either way they accepted that their work, if successful, was of God. Any who were seen as ‘good Jews’ who cast out evil spirits were seen as doing so by the power of God. And in that case they could be their judges as to the fact that demons only responded to God’s power. For it was no different in His case.

There certainly were exorcisers around Galilee at that time, and in many parts of the world. Jews were famed for exorcism. And there was widespread belief in evil spirits, not all of which was concerned with genuine phenomena, and these men made claims to deliver men from evil spirits (compare Acts 19:13, which would, however, appear to have been a genuine case). Josephus speaks of having witnessed such an exorcism which he saw as genuine, and links it with the abilities of Solomon in the field. But it does not matter here whether they were genuine or not. The argument still stood.

It is sometimes said that Jesus could not have used this argument as it would have suggested that these men also brought in the Kingly Rule of God. But that is not so at all. All that He is claiming here is that their ability, combined with their acceptability to the Pharisees, proves that the Pharisees accepted in their case that what they did was being done by the power of God. Thus it should also demonstrate that He too does it by the power of God. But the difference lies in the fact that these exorcisers did not make any special claims for themselves for God to be displeased about. So their exorcisms simply revealed the power of God through godly men. But in His case it was different In His case He is casting out evil spirits while claiming to be the Coming one. So His following argument is now also based on the fact of Who He is claiming to be. It is when it is done byHimthat it demonstrates that the Kingly Rule of God is here, because the very fact that God acts through Him demonstrates that God does not see His particular claims about the presence of the Kingly Rule of God in Him as false, but is well pleased with Him.

Verse 28
“But if I by the Spirit of God cast out demons, then is the Kingly Rule of God come upon you.”

So having demonstrated that He (emphatic) cast out demons by the Spirit of God, that has really demonstrated that the Kingly Rule of God has truly come upon them. It could no longer be doubted. And this was because in His case He was doing it as the son of David. It demonstrated quite conclusively that the Kingly Rule of God was therefore now here and present among them. By this Jesus connects the Kingly Rule of God with present activity of the Spirit. This also demonstrates that all who are in the Kingly Rule of God are enjoying the blessing of the Spirit well prior to Pentecost. It also demonstrates the presence of the Kingly Rule of God, not as something temporary, but as something permanent. It is here all the while that the Spirit is at work among men.

Note the use of the rarer (in Matthew) ‘Kingly Ruleof God’. This links it directly with the Spirit ‘of God’ and avoids any idea that God is not Himself totally involved in this. It brings out the living God’s direct opposition to Satan in Jesus.

The link between the Holy Spirit, and the coming Kingly Rule of God and renewing of the true Israel, was common in the prophets, and described in various ways. See for example Isaiah 32:15; Isaiah 44:1-5; Ezekiel 36:24-28; Ezekiel 37:1-14; Joel 2:28-29. It was confirmed by John the Baptist (Matthew 3:2 with 11). So Jesus was now giving a mighty visible evidence of the fact that the Kingly Rule of God was present among them.

Verse 29
“Or how can one enter into the house of the strong man, and spoil his goods, except he first bind the strong man? And then he will spoil his house.”

The thought now moves to a household. Jesus is not only invading the kingdom of the strong man, he is entering his very palace. Satan is routed. Let them consider what that means about Him. The only one who can enter a strong man’s house and spoil his goods in this way, is One Who is stronger than he, One Who can bind him. Then He will be able to ‘despoil’ his house. Thus Jesus is by this claiming to be greater than Satan (contrast Jude 1:9). The binding of the strong man is depicted vividly in Revelation 20:2-3 where it is to take place during the ‘thousand years’ (God’s perfect but immeasurable length of time) which comes before the final judgment. So the ‘thousand years’ has already begun here and will continue on until the consummation (compare 2 Peter 3:8-9 where it is also the period during which men can repent).

By this Jesus is emphasising that He is stronger than Satan (which even Michael the Archangel dared not do - Jude 1:9) and that He is now here to bind the strong man. The despoiling of his house speaks of all those whom Jesus is delivering from His power (Acts 26:18), and especially demon-possessed people. Being delivered from his household, they will enter the household of the Kingly Rule of God (Matthew 12:49-50), for if they do not their last state may be worse than their first (Matthew 12:45).

This ‘binding of Satan’ prevents him from interfering in Jesus’ deliverance of all who believe in Him. But it does not prevent many of his other activities against God’s people (Ephesians 6:10-18). It does, however, mean that they are strictly controlled. He is not, for example, allowed to tempt God’s people beyond what they can cope with (1 Corinthians 10:13).

Verse 30
“He who is not with me is against me, and he who does not gather with me scatters.”

Jesus finalises His words with a conclusion. This is so important a matter that he who is not with Him in this must be counted as against Him. Either men are for the Kingly Rule of God over their lives or they are against it. Men cannot claim to be on His side unless they are with Him and are themselves gathering men into the Kingly Rule of God. All must be involved. And if men are not gathering with Him (into the new congregation) then they are ‘scattering’. This probably has in mind the scattering of the sheep as found in Matthew 9:36. In other words not to be one with Jesus in His ministry is to outside the Kingly Rule of God, and is to become a false shepherd and to harm the sheep.

We should note that when He in contrast said ‘he that is not against you is for you’, He was speaking of those who while not accompanying them were still in alignment with Him and demonstrated by their success that they were under the Kingly Rule of God (Luke 9:49-50).

Verse 31
“Therefore I say to you, All sin and blasphemy will be forgiven to men, but the blasphemy against the Spirit will not be forgiven.”

Here Jesus directly challenges the Pharisees. So wonderful and so startling is the revelation of the power of the Spirit of God at work in the world, and therefore of the presence of the Kingly Rule of God, that to actually turn against it is to turn from God. And if the heart persists in such an attitude, it will become hardened. Then forgiveness will not be possible. Not because God withholds a forgiveness that is sought for, but because such men harden themselves against ever seeking it.

Jesus’ words here are both an encouragement and a warning. They are an encouragement in that they declare that all kinds of sin and blasphemy may be forgiven man. There is nothing that puts us beyond God’s forgiveness if we truly repent, if we acknowledge our sin and are changed in heart and mind in relation to it. They are thus an assurance that for all of us, however sinful we may have become, there is a way back to God.

But they are also a warning that there is one sin which will not be forgiven to any man, and that is to ‘blaspheme against the Holy Spirit’. In context this has in mind that the Spirit’s work has been openly manifested before the Pharisees in such a way and in such an atmosphere of the presence of the Spirit of God, that it cannot be denied except by a perverse heart. Here the Spirit was openly and manifestly at work, and testifying to Jesus in every heart which was open to receive it. They could see it in what was happening all around them (as also had the towns of Chorazin, Bethsaida and Capernaum had seen it - Matthew 11:20-24). And of such things, when performed by what they saw as ‘good Jews’, they had always spoken highly. So if they now closed their hearts to this work of the Spirit, and against all the evidence, because of their own obstinacy, imputed it to Satan, then they were closing their hearts to the only power that could save them. They were deliberately ‘calling good, evil’ (Isaiah 5:20). But doing that involved the danger of establishing a permanent mindset. And once their hearts had become set in that way there would then be no way in which they could be saved. All hope of forgiveness would have gone. This would not be because God’s forgiveness was not available. That is always available to those who seek it through Jesus. It would be because they would have set their own hearts against any chance of repentance. For every time we resist the working of the Holy Spirit, we add to the barrier in our own hearts against His working, until in the end we make it impossible for us even to think of repentance. True deathbed conversions are rare.

It should be noted in this regard that the sure sign that a person has not yet committed this sin is that they are troubled about it. For the person who has committed this sin will never be troubled about it. His heart will have become so unyielding that he no longer considers the matter any more. He is perfectly satisfied with his ways. But let the person who is troubled then make sure that he repents. For if he does not his opportunity may slip away, and may simply contribute towards his hardening.

Verses 31-37
Men Are Especially Known By Their Words (12:31-37).
Having put right the Pharisees’ wrong conception about Him He now warns them to beware what they say. For what they say will reveal the truth about them, and they will have to give an account of their very words and what they signify at the Day of Judgment. They will be known by their fruit. ‘You offspring of vipers’ indicates that the Pharisees are still directly in mind, compare Matthew 3:7.

The passage continues in a series of contrasts, blasphemy as a whole as contrasted with the blasphemy against the Holy Spirit; speaking a word against the Son of Man in contrast with speaking a word against the Holy Spirit; that such will not be forgiven either in this world/age, or in that which is to come; that the tree and its fruit is either good or is corrupt; that that which is evil cannot speak good things; that a good man brings forth good things, and an evil man brings forth evil things; that by their words men will be justified, or by them will be condemned. In the presence of Jesus men are at a crisis point, and to continually reject His words will be catastrophic (Matthew 12:41-45).

Analysis.
a “Therefore I say to you, Every sin and blasphemy will be forgiven to men, but the blasphemy against the Spirit will not be forgiven” (Matthew 12:31).

b “And whoever will speak a word against the Son of man, it will be forgiven him, but whoever shall speak against the Holy Spirit, it will not be forgiven him, neither in this world, nor in that which is to come” (Matthew 12:32).

c “Either make the tree good, and its fruit good, or make the tree corrupt, and its fruit corrupt, for the tree is known by its fruit” (Matthew 12:33).

d “You offspring of vipers, how can you, being evil, speak good things? For out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaks” (Matthew 12:34).

c “The good man out of his good treasure brings forth good things, and the evil man out of his evil treasure brings forth evil things” (Matthew 12:35).

b “And I say to you, that every idle word that men shall speak, they will give account of them in the day of judgment” (Matthew 12:36).

a “For by your words you will be justified, and by your words you will be condemned” (Matthew 12:37).

Note that in ‘a’ the blasphemy against the Spirit will never be forgiven, and in the parallel men will be condemned by their very words. In ‘b’ speaking against the Holy Spirit will not be forgiven either in this world or in that which is to come, while in the parallel men will have to give account for every idle word in the Day of Judgment. In ‘c’ the tree is known by its fruit and in the parallel a man is known by the good or evil treasure that comes from his heart. Centrally in ‘d’ the Pharisees are shown up as evil by their words.

Verse 32
“And whoever will speak a word against the Son of man, it will be forgiven him, but whoever shall speak against the Holy Spirit, it will not be forgiven him, neither in this world, nor in that which is to come.”

Jesus then takes the extremest of sins as a comparison, blasphemy against the One sent from God, the Son of Man. Though He is great beyond measure, yet blasphemy against Him can be forgiven, for men may have difficulty with the concept, or in appreciating Him, because of the dullness of their understanding. But continually speaking against the Holy Spirit and His work openly manifested and brought home to men and women, and resisting it, is something which can so harden someone that one day it will become impossible for their heart ever to soften again. For that is not difficult to understand. That is openly manifested before their eyes.

We can compare here what happened to Pharaoh in Exodus. First Pharaoh hardened his own heart in the face of the mighty works of God. Then he continued to harden his own heart, and he did it in the face of such incontrovertible evidence that he himself admitted that he was wrong. And then he continued doing it. And each time he had the opportunity to repent. But one day he had reached a position where repentance was impossible, for every act of God had resulted in his heart hardening more, until he could repent no longer. In a sense it was now God Who was hardening his heart by continually challenging him. He was now so hardened that repentance had become impossible.

‘Neither in this world (or age), or in that which is to come.’ What we do and are in this world, or in this age, will affect what we are for eternity. Every one of us is at this moment shaping our eternal destiny. And how we respond to God and His Holy Spirit now will therefore shape our eternal destiny in the world and age to come.

Verse 33
“Either make the tree good, and its fruit good, or make the tree corrupt, and its fruit corrupt, for the tree is known by its fruit.”

The alternative is then put in another way. It is a choice between making the tree good and or making it corrupt. As agriculturalists they would know that this was dependent on how it was tended and looked after, and whether it was in the hands of the right gardener. By responding to Jesus and His words they can ‘make the tree good’, for He is the Master gardener. They can experience God’s working in their hearts to ‘bless’ them (Matthew 5:3-9). They can be ‘saved’. They can come under the Kingly Rule of God which has come upon them. They can become ‘trees of righteousness, the planting of the Lord’ (Isaiah (Isaiah 61:3, contrast verse 13) The alternative is to turn away from God’s mercy, and to neglect His forgiveness, and the offer of His Holy Spirit. Then the tree will become corrupt. It will go beyond the point of no return. And the result will be that it will produce corrupt fruit, fruit that is unwanted and unwelcome and inedible. And in the end, like any tree, each will be known by its fruit.

Later in Matthew 15:13 Jesus will refer to the Pharisees as plants which His heavenly Father had not planted, which would be rooted up. There too they were known by their fruits.

Verse 34
“You offspring of vipers, how can you, being evil, speak good things? For out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaks.”

‘You, being evil.’ Jesus was under no illusions about men. He had said a similar thing to His disciples (Matthew 7:11). That did not render them unsavable. Indeed it explained why they needed to be made whole. But the difference was that the Pharisees wanted to go on being evil. And they revealed it continually by what they said. Furthermore by resisting the work of the Holy Spirit they were making themselves even more evil.

For these Pharisees who are so hardened against Him, and are falsely accusing Him (this is not all Pharisees), are revealing their corruptness by their evil words, and confirming it within them. In their subtlety and their reaction to His goodness they are revealing themselves to be like vipers, which lie in the way and bite all who disturb them (compare Genesis 49:17). They are revealing that they are evil. ‘They have sharpened their tongue like a serpent, the poison of vipers is under their lips’ (Psalms 140:3). How then can they speak good things? For the mouth speaks what is in the heart. It reveals what is within.

Verse 35
“The good man out of his good treasure brings forth good things, and the evil man out of his evil treasure brings forth evil things.”

So a good man will speak what is in his heart and will produce good things. That is because his heart is filled with good treasure. The idea of treasure is that it has been stored up by choice (Matthew 6:19-20). And good treasure stands the test. It is pure and righteous and compassionate and merciful. It is filled with love (Matthew 5:44-48). In the words of Paul it ‘suffers long and is kind, it does not envy, or exalt itself, or be puffed up, it does not behave itself in an unseemly way, it is not easily provoked. It does not rejoice in iniquity but rejoices in the truth. It bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. It never fails’ (1 Corinthians 13:4-7). Thus it will bring forth good things, and in context, good words from the mouth. And this will be true both in public and in private. But the man who is evil has an evil treasure within, a treasure that is false, and that also is what will issue from his mouth.

Verse 36
“And I say to you, that every idle word that men shall speak, they will give account of them in the day of judgment.”

So men should beware. Let them just listen to their own words. For every word let slip when they are unguarded reveals what is in their hearts. A man can and will be judged by his words, especially those that he thinks are ‘off the record’. The ‘idle word’ is not simply the word used in casual conversation, it is the word which is what it ought not to be, the word which would be better unspoken, the word spoken carelessly and thereby revealing what is really within. Thus at the judgment everything that a person has said will be brought into account in judging that person’s heart. Let the Pharisees now take heed to their words, for by them they are revealing what they are in their hearts, and that is what they will be judged by. And the same is true for us all.

Verse 37
“For by your words you will be justified, and by your words you will be condemned.”

For in the end our words will be what justify and condemn us. Not the careful words we prepare in order to justify ourselves (compare Luke 18:11-12 where the Pharisee thought that he was putting up a good case, and God was cringing), or to put on our tombstones. But the words that come out in the dark and secret places, and in the unguarded moment. The word that we speak when taken unawares. The word that really reveals what is truly in our hearts. The word spoken ‘off the record’. For a careful sifting of a man’s words will always in the end show what he is. Thus we will be either accounted as in the right, or will be condemned on the basis of all that we have said.

‘By your words you will be justified.’ This is not conflicting with Paul. No one was more dogmatic than Paul that a man was known by his fruits. ‘How shall we who are dead to sin, live any longer in it?’ (Romans 6:2). Before the all searching eye of a righteous and holy God we must be justified through the blood of Christ (Romans 3:24), which has resulted in cleansing and forgiveness, but before the tribunal of God which is open to all creation that will be evidenced by what our words have been. For faith without works is dead. The Bride will be clothed with the righteousnesses of God’s people (Revelation 19:8), otherwise she is not the true Bride.

The Response of The Scribes and Pharisees Is To Seek A Sign From Heaven.
The Scribes and Pharisees now came seeking a sign from Heaven. Like the towns of Galilee in Matthew 11:20-24 they have failed to take note of His mighty works, and will be equally exposed by the Gentile nations at the Day of Judgment. The addition here of the Scribes may suggest an official enquiry, or at least a calling in of reinforcements. They had come to test Him. He was making these great claims and now they wanted proof. It seems almost incredible that with all Jesus’ healings and casting out of evil spirits they should ask about signs, but they may well not have personally observed too many of them, and even when they had it had been with prejudiced eyes. Mainly they were going from hearsay. But even had it been otherwise they would have wanted special signs. For that was what Moses had given. That was what Elijah had given. That was what, in their view, the Messiah would give. What they wanted Him to do was something spectacular like the burning up from Heaven of Elijah’s sacrifice (1 Kings 18:38). The Jews had a firm belief that when God began His final work such signs would be given. They loved the spectacular (compare 1 Corinthians 1:22).

But Jesus never performed signs for His own benefit or in order to justify Himself. Even His healings were performed out of compassion, not as evidences of Who He was, which was why He commanded silence about them. He had been faced during His temptations with the idea of winning men through the spectacular and had recognised that it was displeasing to God (Matthew 4:5-7). He and His Father wanted men to respond to Him because they recognised the truth of His words and as evidence of what was in their hearts. Those who really desired to do His will would know whether the teaching were true or not (John 7:17)

Jesus replies by giving them two signs. The first is in the form of a promise. It was similar to Isaiah’s sign in Isaiah 7:14 and to the sign given to Moses in Exodus 3:12, a sign that would become a reality in he future. It was that just as Jonah had spent three days in the body of a large fish, miraculously coming from certain death by a miracle, so would He as the Son of Man spend three days in the body of the earth, coming out of His grave after being buried. This would be a unique sign indeed, for the Son of Man was not expected to go into the grave, but to enter straight into the presence of God on the clouds of Heaven to receive His kingship (Daniel 7:13-14). The second, although only secondary, was that if they thought about it they would realise that His preaching had had a greater impact than that of both Jonah and Solomon. Jonah was partly chosen as an example (as well as the reason above) because, of all the prophets, his success as a preacher had been most publicly portrayed, Solomon was chosen because he was a great wise man, renowned for his wisdom, and a son of David. He was chosen because a greater son of David was now being revealed as here, and possibly also because Jesus’ miracles were being compared to the legendary works of Solomon.

Analysis.
a Then certain of the scribes and Pharisees answered him, saying, “Teacher, we would see a sign from you” (Matthew 12:38).

b But he answered and said to them, “An evil and adulterous generation seeks after a sign, and there will no sign be given to it apart from the sign of Jonah the prophet” (Matthew 12:39).

c “For as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of the large fish, so will the Son of man be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth” (Matthew 12:40).

b “The men of Nineveh will stand up in the judgment with this generation, and will condemn it, for they repented at the preaching of Jonah, and behold, a greater than Jonah is here” (Matthew 12:41).

a “ The queen of the south will rise up in the judgment with this generation, and will condemn it, for she came from the ends of the earth to hear the wisdom of Solomon, and behold, a greater than Solomon is here” (Matthew 12:42).

Note that in ‘a’ some of the Scribes and Pharisees come to Jesus as the Teacher asking for a sign, and in the parallel Jesus provides a sign in that He is a greater Teacher than the wise Solomon. In ‘b’ that ‘evil and adulterous generation’ seek a sign and will only be given one in the prophet Jonah and in the parallel ‘this generation’ receive one in the prophet Jonah in the prophet Jonah and his success. Centrally in ‘c’ is that what will happen to the Son of Man, who is portrayed as coming in triumph on clouds to the throne of God (Daniel 7:13), is that like Jonah He will spend three days and nights entombed. Thus what is to happen to Jesus will itself confirm this sign to all who will receive it.

Verse 38
‘Then certain of the scribes and Pharisees answered him, saying, “Teacher, we would see a sign from you.”

‘Then’ is a connecting word (compare Matthew 12:22) and, like most connecting words in the Gospels, must not be overpressed. It indicates a loose connection to give some indication of continuity, without being specific.

‘Certain of the Scribes and Pharisees’ may indicate an official deputation, or may simply indicate that not all Scribes and Pharisees were to be seen as involved. Not all Scribes and Pharisees behaved wrongly towards Jesus.

“Teacher, we would see a sign from you.” They came seeking a sign, something typical of Jewish thinking (compare Matthew 16:1-4; 1 Corinthians 1:22). Their Scriptures had taught them to expect the spectacular. Later Rabbinic writings would speak of Rabbis proving themselves on request by turning water into blood, or moving trees some distance, or making a river move backwards. Compare Moses (Exodus 4:9) and Hezekiah (Isaiah 38:8). They were, of course, legends, but they demonstrated the kind of things that the Rabbis saw as a sign. They would have loved the one suggested by Satan (not a good source for suggestions) that He throw Himself off the roof of the Temple. But of what would they have been convinced? It would not have changed their attitudes towards Jesus’ teaching. It would not have changed their hearts. The children of Israel who saw all the signs of Moses still had to perish in the wilderness because of unbelief and disobedience.

‘Teacher.’ A regular address to Jesus by Scribes, Pharisees, and others seeking to be polite. In each case they were those who would see themselves as at least on a level with Him in status (Matthew 8:19; Matthew 9:11; Matthew 17:24; Matthew 19:16; Matthew 22:16, Matthew 24:36). And it was even used by Jesus speaking of Himself (Matthew 26:18). It therefore here ranks Jesus alongside other teachers, including Solomon in his capacity as a wisdom teacher.

Verse 39
‘But he answered and said to them, “An evil and adulterous generation seeks after a sign, and there will no sign be given to it apart from the sign of Jonah the prophet,” ’

‘Answered and said.’ In Matthew ‘answered’ does not necessarily refer back to a particular question. It rather has in mind that Jesus’ words are a total answer to all who hear them, that Jesus is God’s answer to all men’s questions.

Jesus’ reply is that the only reason that the present generation, who had seen His works (Matthew 11:5; Matthew 11:20-23), could possibly want a sign was because they were ‘evil and adulterous’, that is, because they had made ritual their god and their hearts were set on anything but God, with the result that they were unable to truly judge and weigh up His moral teaching and His life, and recognise that both were from God. For had they but recognised it, His unique teaching was the greatest sign of all, a sign which has carried on through the ages, leaving all who have read it without excuse. Our present generation also will be judged by the fact that it has the teaching of Jesus in all its splendour, and yet have refused to acknowledge it in any significant way, and to respond to the One Who gave it. The principle, ‘If any man wills to do His will, He will know of the teaching, whether it be of God’ (John 7:17), still applies. Thus all men and women will be judged by their reaction to that teaching and to the One Who is its source.

They thus have all the proof that they need before their eyes. Nineveh had recognised such teaching, even from a lesser man, and so had the queen of the south, Gentiles all, and all had responded to it, but the Jews who now had something greater, had not because they were evil and adulterous. They had replaced God in their hearts by His own Law as interpreted by them, and had gone astray after ritual, while at the same time altering His Law to suit their own ideas. For such spiritual adultery see also Matthew 16:4 : Mark 8:38; Isaiah 57:3; Ezekiel 16:32; Ezekiel 16:36; Ezekiel 23:37; Ezekiel 23:45; Hosea 1-3.

Furthermore it also signified that they were unbelieving and faithless, and that they had forsaken the true God in their hearts, judging Him only in unworthy ways, and refusing to believe unless He did things their way, and continually proved Himself. They wanted constant evidences, thereby underlining their unbelief. It is one of the ironies of history that the very people who always wanted to see the spectacular, had on the other hand taken God’s living Law and turned it into chains and manacles as a result of its formality and excessive restraint. They were like the adulterous wife of Hosea (Hosea 1:2), taken up with anyone and anything except faithfulness, except what represented the truth. Josephus later tells us that they were also evil and adulterous in practise, (‘that period had somehow become so prolific of crime of every description amongst the Jews, that no deed of iniquity was left unperpetrated, nor, had man’s wit been exercised to devise it, could he have discovered any new form of vice’ (not already being practised)) which was the kind of behaviour that went along with their spiritual attitude.

For their being ‘evil’ compare Matthew 12:34. There they had revealed their evil by how they had responded to His casting out of demons. Here it was by how they responded to Him and to His teaching.

So Jesus warns them that He will only give them one sign, the sign of the prophet Jonah, although, as Mark 8:11-12 brings out, it is not the kind of sign that they are looking for. That kind of sign He will not give them! Jonah was called by God to preach in godless Nineveh, but he tried to avoid the task and ended up within the insides of a large fish. Released from there after three days, through fervent prayer, he went and preached in Nineveh where there was instant revival, with the people repenting in sackcloth and ashes (a sign of their repentance). Jesus will use both these ideas for His signs.

Verse 40
“For as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of the large fish, so will the Son of man be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth.”

His first sign is typical of Scripture, it is something that will happen in the future (compare Exodus 3:12; Isaiah 7:14). The future will prove the present (Deuteronomy 18:21-22). It does, however, require faith. In it He describes two things that were incongruous. The first was that Jonah spent three days and three nights in the insides of a large fish (citing Jonah 1:17 to Jonah 2:1), figuratively in the very depths of the grave (Jonah 2:2; Jonah 2:6). Here was a sign indeed, a sign of what happened to the disobedient. But it was also a sign of how God could deliver, even from the grave, and it cannot be doubted that this sign as recounted to the Ninevites played a great part in their response, along possibly with the unearthly pallor that had resulted from his sojourn in the fish and contact with its juices. Jonah had been to them a very sign from God. The second incongruous thing was that ‘the Son of Man’ would similarly spend three days and three nights in the body of the earth, prior to His coming to the throne of God. He too would be in the very depths of the grave. And when He arose He too would be altered (compare Matthew 17:2; Acts 7:55-56). So Jonah was a sign to his own generation and a foreshadowing of the greater Who was coming. But the second was incongruous because in Daniel 7:13-14, instead of going into the grave, the Son of Man was to come in the clouds of Heaven from earth to the throne of God. The Son of Man was not supposed to be buried. He was supposed to ascend in triumph. And therein lay the sign. What was deemed impossible would happen, and when it did happen let them take note. The One Who was to take the throne of Heaven would first of all be locked in the body of the earth for three days and three nights, before, like Jonah had, He came forth in triumph. The presumption behind this was that after three days and three nights He would somehow rise again, as Jonah had. Thus Jesus death, burial and resurrection would be the promised sign. And it would convince many. It even convinced Paul. See 1 Corinthians 15:3-8.

‘Three days and three nights.’ To the Jews part of a day could be described as ‘a day and a night’ equally to a full day because they did not reckon scientifically. They saw the part as encapsulated within the whole. For example, in c 100 AD a well known Rabbi stated, “a day and a night make an ‘onah (twenty four hour day), and the portion of an ‘onah is reckoned as an ‘onah”. Thus in Jewish terminology Friday to Sunday would be ‘three days and three nights’. Some, however, do consider that Jesus died on a Wednesday, seeing it as being on the day of preparation of the Passover sabbath rather than that of preparation of the weekly sabbath. This, however, would not tie in with the women seeking to anoint Jesus’ body on the first day of the week, for had Jesus been crucified on the Wednesday they would have sought to anoint him when the festal Sabbath was over on the Friday. They would not have waited another two days until the body had putrefied.

Verse 41
“The men of Nineveh will arise in the judgment with this generation, and will condemn it, for they repented at the preaching of Jonah, and behold, a greater than Jonah is here.”

The second, but lesser, sign lay in Jonah’s evangelistic ministry. Jonah had gone to Nineveh and there had been a great revival with many repenting. But it was short and sweet. John had done the same thing in Judea but over a longer period, and bringing far more to repentance. Jesus, however, had outshone them both (see John 4:1). Thus it should have been clear to all that ‘a greater than Jonah’ was here. That is why the Gentile Ninevites will stand up or arise (anistemi - ‘rise’) at the judgment and pass judgment on Jesus’ generation, for even though they saw none of the signs and wonders that were now being seen, yet they had repented in their thousands. As resurrected saints they will not be able to credit how the Jews could have rejected Jesus, and will condemn them. Note that they will be there as those who are truly believers. They are not like the Tyre, Sidon and Sodom of the past.

‘A greater.’ Literally ‘something greater’. Jesus is not only a greater prophet, He is greater in an even more distinctive way. Compare Matthew 12:6.

Verse 42
“ The queen of the south will rise up in the judgment with this generation, and will condemn it, for she came from the ends of the earth to hear the wisdom of Solomon, and behold, a greater than Solomon is here.”

The same applies to the queen of the south. She too will rise up (egeiro) in the judgment, either along with this generation, or possibly in opposition to it, and she will condemn it. For while they have Jesus on their very doorstep, she took a long journey so as to hear the wisdom of Solomon (as the Canaanite woman will to some extent later - Matthew 15:22). And yet now a greater than Solomon is here, something that they can judge for themselves by comparing His teaching with Solomon’s. Solomon provided pithy wisdom, Jesus brings life-giving truth. Note that resurrection is inherent in the passage although nowhere emphasised. It is the fact that the Son of Man must die that is stressed. But the implication of His resurrection is undoubted, both in what happened to Jonah, and in what will occur at the resurrection of the Ninevites and the queen of the south.

For ‘from the ends of the earth’ compare 1 Kings 10:24. Both were Jewish idioms thinking in terms of the world of their day. See also Psalms 59:13.

It cannot be accidental that Jesus selects two Gentile responses as His examples. In Matthew 11:20-24 He had condemned the towns of Israel, in Matthew 12:17-21 He had made clear the Servant’s interest in ‘the nations’. Now He commends the Gentiles who had in the past responded to God. In contrast with unbelieving Israel, they will be confessed before His Father (Matthew 10:32-33). He is preparing His way for His Gentile ministry (as He had from the beginning - Luke 4:24-27).

It will be noted that in Luke 11:29-32, in an apparently later context, Luke reports sayings similar to this, but they are so differently presented that they must clearly be seen as Jesus’ summary of what He said here repeated to the crowds. His repetition to the crowds (who no doubt would also have loved signs) indicates how unreasonable He saw the attitude of the Scribes and Pharisees to be. See also Matthew 16:1-4.

Verse 43
‘But the unclean spirit, when he is gone out of the man, passes through waterless places, seeking rest, and does not find it.’

In Matthew 10:11 the disciples were given power to cast out ‘unclean spirits’ (elsewhere in Matthew ‘demons’). Jesus now takes the example of a man out of whom an unclean spirit has been cast. The use of ‘unclean spirit’ is almost certainly intended to contrast with the Spirit of God, the ‘Holy’ Spirit.

Like the man in Matthew 12:22 this man has been ‘healed’. He has been made clean, at least as far as having an unclean spirit is concerned. But the spirit is not necessarily finished with. It goes off, wandering in waterless places. Demons were regularly seen as living in deserts (Isaiah 13:20-21; Isaiah 34:14). It is looking hopelessly for rest. Matthew probably intends us to contrast this with the rest that Jesus gives to those who are His (Matthew 11:28). But unclean spirits can find no rest, and it therefore does not find it. There is no peace to the wicked, they are like the troubled sea that finds no rest (Isaiah 57:20-21).

This journey of the unclean spirit is probably intended to be contrasted with the journey of God’s exiled people for whom in the coming days there will be water in the wilderness and springs in the desert (Isaiah 35:6; Isaiah 41:18; Isaiah 43:20). Even the screech owl may find rest in the wilderness (Isaiah 34:14), but not the unclean spirit.

Verses 43-45
The Sad Plight of This Generation (12:43-45).
This short illustration takes up the themes that have previously been presented and is firmly in context. Compare (Matthew 12:1) the being healed from an evil spirit (Matthew 12:22) which represents the inbreaking of the Kingly Rule of God (Matthew 12:28). (Matthew 12:2) The ‘evil generation’ which has rejected such signs (Matthew 12:34; Matthew 12:39; Matthew 12:41-42; Matthew 11:16, and compare Matthew 16:4; Matthew 17:17; Matthew 23:33; Matthew 23:36). (Matthew 12:3) The unwillingness of Israel to accept the Kingly Rule of God which results in the house still being empty because they have not received His messengers (compare Matthew 10:14) and do not do the will of His Father in Heaven (Matthew 12:50). (Matthew 12:4) The contrast with those who now are Jesus ‘family’, and therefore within His household (compare Matthew 10:25), and thus in an occupied ‘house’ (Matthew 12:46-50) safe from such intrusion.

The general idea behind the picture is made clear in Matthew 12:45. It applies to the evil generation among whom He is preaching. As previously revealed He has bound the strong man (Matthew 12:29) and put evil spirits to flight (Matthew 12:27) and their house is now empty. By His very preaching He has swept and furnished it (compare how often He compares the Kingly Rule of God to a household - Matthew 20:1; Matthew 21:33; Luke 12:42; Luke 13:25; Luke 14:21-23). But if they leave Him out of their house, and refuse to enter His household, because they are still playing in the streets regardless (Matthew 11:16-17), then they must expect the forces of darkness to regather themselves and re-enter their house with the result that they will be even worse off than before He came (Matthew 23:38), and Satan will have a firmer grip on them.

Note how the restlessness of the evil spirit is emphasised in contrast with the One Who has come to give rest (Matthew 11:28). If they do not receive His rest, they will receive the restless spirit who can find no rest, along with his companions. If they do not receive the cup of cold water as a believer (Matthew 10:42) and the One Who is a spring of water (John 4:1-14) they will receive those who come from waterless places.

Analysis.
a But the unclean spirit, when he is gone out of the man, passes through waterless places, seeking rest, and does not find it (Matthew 12:43).

b Then he says, “I will return into my house from where I came out” (Matthew 12:44 a).

c And when he is come, he finds it empty, swept, and furnished (Matthew 12:44 b).

b Then he goes, and takes with himself seven other spirits more evil than himself, and they enter in and dwell there (Matthew 12:45 a).

a And the last state of that man becomes worse than the first, even so will it also be to this evil generation (Matthew 12:45 b).

Note that in ‘a’ the unclean spirit goes out relieving the man’s terrible state, and in the parallel the man’s state becomes worse than it originally was. In ‘b’ the spirit determines to return to the house and in the parallel he does so with seven other spirits. In ‘c’, and centrally, is the reason for the man’s fate. He has left the house fully ready for habitation, because his house having been cleansed and restored he has failed to receive the ‘Stronger than he’ (Luke 11:22) so that He might possess it.

Verse 44
‘Then he says, “I will return into my house from where I came out”, and when he is come, he finds it empty, swept, and furnished.’

So the spirit decides that it will try to repossess its house, and when it returns it finds it empty. The power of the Spirit which drove it out (Matthew 12:28) is no longer present in the house. It is, however, unsuitable for habitation by the likes of an unclean spirit, for it is swept and scrubbed, (or furnished). It is clean. So it recognises that it will need reinforcements.

Verse 45
‘Then he goes, and takes with himself seven other spirits more evil than himself, and they enter in and dwell there, and the last state of that man becomes worse than the first. Even so will it also be to this evil generation.’

‘It finds it empty.’ Compare Matthew 10:13 where the house was emptied because of the rejection of the Kingly Rule of Heaven.

So it goes off and finds seven other spirits worse than itself. Seven is the number of spiritual completeness and perfection. It thus represents all that it will require for the task. And together they enter the house and dwell there. And the result is that the man is worse off than if the spirit had not been turned out in the first place. We can compare here the state of the cities of Galilee in Matthew 11:20-24 which were worse off than the ancient cities of sin, because they had not accepted the One Who came. There is a stark warning here for any healed of possession to ensure that the Spirit Himself takes possession of them lest the same happen to them.

‘Even so will it also be to this evil generation.’ Jesus here allies the individual case with the whole of Israel. He has come in order to drive out the power of Satan, and many have been changed and have become ‘clean’. There has been an outward transformation. But the important question is whether they have received the Spirit by coming under the Kingly Rule of God. For if they are like the Pharisees and have not done so they will eventually discover that a worse state befalls them when Satan returns to take possession, as will, on the whole, happen to this evil generation. Their house will be reoccupied by something far worse.

Verse 46
‘ While he was yet speaking to the crowds, behold, his mother and his brethren stood outside, seeking to speak to him.’

Once again the connecting link is intended to connect the ideas, rather than to place the passage chronologically. While He is speaking to some crowds, the crowds that continually throng Him, His natural family are outside seeking Him. For as they have not responded to His teaching they are inevitably ‘outside’, like the previous man whose house was ‘empty’. They have no part in the Kingly Rule of God. There is only one way into the Kingly Rule of God, and it is not by ancestry, but by commitment Him and the doing of the will of His Father.

Verses 46-50
The True Household of God (12:46-50).
In contrast with the house of old one-time Israel is the household of the new Israel of God, the ‘household of God’ (Ephesians 2:19). In describing this episode Matthew, unlike the other Gospels, has only one interest and that is to reveal that those who have come to Him and are His disciples are now His true family, replacing the old, just as new Israel will replace the old (Matthew 21:43). And the test of this is that they do the will of His Father in Heaven.

These verses cap both the exposition from Matthew 5:1 onwards, by confirming the new family to whom Jesus spoke in chapters 5-7 (with His emphasis there on their heavenly Father), and the section from Matthew 11:1 onwards, so as to confirm that with all the failure of Israel to respond, a new family was coming into existence (compare Matthew 11:27). John’s fears in Matthew 11:3-4 had had no foundation, and in spite of the apathy of the crowds and the opposition of the Pharisees His cause was going forward. The Kingly Rule of Heaven was forcefully advancing, and the new congregation of Israel were being formed. Some might be ‘outside’, even His own natural family, but there were some who were definitely ‘inside’.

Verse 47
‘And one said to him, “Behold, your mother and your brothers are standing outside, seeking to speak to you.” ’

Someone comes and tells Jesus that his mother and brothers are outside wanting to speak to Him. According to Jewish custom this would be seen as a primary matter. Family loyalty was considered to be extremely important. The natural reading here is to see these as His younger brothers. (Had they been elder step-brothers it would have invalidated the claim in Matthew 1:1-17. It was only dogma that centuries later suggested otherwise. It is clear that neither Matthew nor the other Gospel writers had any problem with the thought of Jesus having brothers).

Verse 48-49
‘But he answered and said to the one who told him, “Who is my mother? and who are my brothers?” And he stretched out his hand towards his disciples, and said, “Behold, my mother and my brothers!” ’

But in the new age everything is seen from a different perspective and Jesus asks, “Who is my mother? and who are my brothers?” And then He stretches out His hand towards the disciple and declares that it is they who are His mother and brothers. He is saying that in the Kingly Rule of God relationships are based on relationship to God, and evidenced by obedience to the Father’s will. Natural affinities are of secondary importance. It is the new open community who are His family, and who are to be theirs. They are all one in Him (Matthew 10:40; Matthew 11:27).

That a true household was one which was in a state of obedience to the father of the house was a concept that would have been acknowledged in Israel. So is it also with the household of God. Those who are living in allegiance to the Father are revealing themselves as being of the household of God.

‘Said to the one who told him.’ This appears to be a deliberate attempt to stress the fact that Jesus had no direct contact with His family at this point. The point is not that He is casting off His family, but that they have no right to come in order to interfere with His preaching and teaching, and His Messianic mission (compare John 7:1-9).

Verse 50
“For whoever will do the will of my Father who is in heaven, he is my brother, and sister, and mother.”

The new household of God is made up of all who do the will of His Father, that is those who have heard His own words and are responding to His teaching because they have repented and entered under the Kingly Rule of Heaven (Matthew 7:21-27). It is they who are now His new relations, under their Father in Heaven Who is Father of them all. They are the community spoken to in the Sermon on the Mount where God’s Fatherhood of them was stressed. This is the basis of the new congregation of Israel under the Kingly Rule of God (Matthew 18:18; Matthew 21:43) The Messianic family prepared for in Matthew 11:1-6 is being established. The Kingly Rule of Heaven is forcefully advancing (Matthew 11:12), and its advance will now be openly portrayed in chapter 13.

13 Chapter 13 

Verse 1
‘On that day Jesus went out of the house, and sat by the sea side.’

Note again the usual vague connecting introduction. While Jesus was possibly in a house in Matthew 12:46-50 it was never made explicit, although if He was He must have been preaching from the door for He was speaking to the crowds. Why then mention the house here? The reason would seem to be in order to stress that what follows immediately afterwards is spoken to those ‘outside’ as in Matthew 12:47. This was a message for ‘the crowds’, not for the inner group of disciples. The open land at the side of the sea provided plenty of room for the crowds.

‘The house’. This may in fact signify the equivalent of ‘my house’, thus being the house of the writer who remembered the scene vividly. If he was a former public servant he would have had a larger house than most which would have been useful for accommodating the growing band of followers.

Verses 1-53
The Eight Parables of The Kingly Rule of Heaven (13:1-53).
Having made clear that the Kingly Rule of Heaven is advancing forcefully (Matthew 11:12) and that through Jesus’ activities as the Servant of YHWH, operating in the power of the Spirit of God (Matthew 12:18-19), the Kingly Rule of God has come upon Israel (Matthew 12:28), Jesus now amplifies on it in a series of eight parables. The first four are spoken to the crowds, although the explanations are provided only to the disciples, the second four are spoken to the disciples. This parallels the set up of the whole Gospel, for up to this point the emphasis has been mainly, although certainly not exclusively, on ministry to the crowds, while from this point on the main emphasis will be on ministry towards those who are disciples, although again not exclusively.

In these parables Jesus reveals that in spite of the hardness of heart of the Jews, a hardness of heart that He has continually depicted (Matthew 11:12-18; Matthew 12:1-14; Matthew 12:24-45), the Kingly Rule of Heaven will advance successfully throughout the whole world, being established through His word, just as Isaiah had prophesied (Matthew 12:18; Matthew 12:21; compare Isaiah 2:2-4; Isaiah 42:1-6; Isaiah 49:1-6). The work of the Servant and the Son of Man will be completed.

Parables were an ideal method of conveying this information. To have spoken openly about the spreading of the Kingly Rule of Heaven on such a widespread scale would very soon have brought down on Him the civil authorities so that He might well have been arrested. But no one would think of arresting a man who spoke only of wheat harvests and mustard seeds, of merchandising and fishing. Nor would such thoughts ignite the crowds to violent insurrection.

This section in Matthew 13:1-53 is the third and central one of the five major ‘discourses’ in Matthew, discourses which end with similar endings (Matthew 7:28-29; Matthew 11:1; Matthew 13:53; Matthew 19:1; Matthew 26:1). It is, however, different from the other four in that it is clearly not just one discourse. Interestingly, in contrast with the Sermon on the Mount, it commences with words to the crowds and ends with words to the disciples (contrast Matthew 5:1 with Matthew 5:28). It is divided up between parables given to the crowds in the open, manifestly at different times, and with intermingled explanations concerning them given to the disciples in private, and parables given to the disciples. There are clear breaks between the first parable, the next three, the following three, and the final one (see Matthew 13:10; Matthew 13:34; Matthew 13:51). They are simply being given as examples of the ‘many parables’ which He taught (Matthew 13:3). The appearance of overall unity is given by Matthew in accordance with a clear pattern.

The parables as a whole are outlining how the Kingly Rule of Heaven will continue to advance, and the problems and dangers that it will face, leading up both to the great Day of Harvest and to the great Day of Judgment and punishment, as promised by John (Matthew 3:11-12). And the section is organised in a unique overall pattern, a chiasmus which incorporates sequences (compare how this happened in the Sermon on the Mount).

Parts of the materials in chapter 13 are to some extent paralleled in Mark and Luke, but when considering this we should note that:

1). Jesus no doubt used much of His parabolic and illustrative material on numerous occasions, and, as all itinerant preachers do, would continually fashion it to fit the occasion.

2). Jesus would regularly preach under similar circumstances, in mountains, on sea shores, out of boats, etc. What might seem distinctive to us was, with Him and His followers commonplace. It is not always therefore clear when incidents and sayings are genuinely parallel, and when they are simply examples of the repetitiveness of His life and ministry.

Thus preaching from a boat to those on the shore would have been a regular feature of Jesus’ ministry for a time, as He moved among the towns around the Sea of Galilee. In these circumstances we cannot really always be certain whether these ‘parallels’ therefore simply reflect such a general overall situation, or whether in some cases they actually are parallel presentations from the same incident. The only way that we could have any certainty about this would be by it being in the same specific context (especially if a place name is mentioned) and by the exact equivalence of wording, and even these might simply reflect general tradition.

Considering the number of people who heard Jesus speak, and the number of sermons He must have preached on similar themes, in similar circumstances, at different times, much of which would have been noted down or carefully remembered, we would expect there to be large amounts of parallel material on record, which while spoken at different times, gives the appearance of being very similar. And this would tend to be gathered by all the churches, and especially by the larger churches which were the more regularly visited, and then kept on record. We would therefore expect there to be a number of written traditions containing varied elements, as Luke 1:1-4 makes clear that there were. That is why he went about sifting them and confirming them

And we would also expect that suitable alterations had been made to His material by Jesus Himself from time to time, both so as to continue improving the material, and in order to make it relevant in different situations. The evangelists would later have had access to much of it as they moved around among people who had heard Jesus preach. Where such differences occur in the Gospels we should therefore be wary of simply assuming that they are different presentations of the same material, and rather see them as examples of differing material which illustrate how often Jesus spoke on such subjects, while at the same time utilising the same slightly altered illustrations for different purposes. Our dependence must not be on one or two theoretical written records, but on the awe that the early church clearly had in respect of Jesus’ own words (compare how Paul carefully distinguishes them - 1 Corinthians 7:10; 1 Corinthians 7:25), which can give us confidence that they preserved them for us in their original form, either in notes take at the time, or orally, although, in many cases, if not all, having to translate them into Greek (Jesus may well sometimes have preached in Greek). They also suggest that each of the evangelists had multiple other sources which they incorporated, even if Matthew and Luke did also make use of Mark.

Let us first therefore consider the clear and unambiguous pattern discerned here in chapter Matthew 13:1-53.

Analysis of Matthew 13:1-53.
a Jesus commences His sayings in parables (Matthew 13:1-3 a).

b The parable of the sower who brings forth the word from his container (Matthew 13:3-9).

c Jesus reveals the secrets of the Kingly Rule of Heaven in parables in accordance with Scripture (Matthew 13:10-17).

d The exposition of the parable of the sower (Matthew 13:18-23).

* e1 The parable of the good seed and the tares which leads to harvest and judgment (Matthew 13:24-30).

* e2 The parable of the tiny mustard seed producing the greatest herb (Matthew 13:31-32).

* e3 The parable of the leaven hidden in the meal (Matthew 13:33).

f or c Jesus reveals everything in parables in accordance with the Scriptures (Matthew 13:34-35).

f or d The exposition of the parable of the good seed and the tares, ending with the exaltation of the righteous (Matthew 13:36-43).

* e3 The parable of the treasure hidden in a field (Matthew 13:44).

* e2 The parable of the seeker after pearls finding the greatest pearl (Matthew 13:45-46).

* e1 The parable of the dragnet which ends in the sorting of the good from the bad, ending with the judgment and punishment of the bad (Matthew 13:47-48).

d The exposition of the parable of the dragnet (Matthew 13:49-50).

c The question as to whether they have understood (Matthew 13:51)

b The Scribe of the Kingly Rule of Heaven who brings forth teaching both old and new (Matthew 13:52).

a Jesus ceases His sayings in parables and departs (Matthew 13:53).

Note that in ‘a’ the sayings in parables commence, and in the parallel they cease. In ‘b’ the sower sows the word, and in the parallel the Scribe brings forth the word. In c-e we have a pattern repeated in the parallel c-e, with ‘c’ declaring that Jesus reveals the secrets of the Kingly Rule of Heaven in parables in accordance with the Scriptures, and the parallel declaring that Jesus teaches in parables according to the Scriptures, ‘d’ referring to the explanation of the parable of the sower, with the parallel referring to the explanation of the parable of the tares, and ‘e’ referring to three parables in succession, with the parallel also referring to three parables in succession, but in a reversed pattern. The final d-c then reverses the first c-d., and if we treat the central c-d as f-f we have a regular chiasmus

This unique presentation of material by Matthew, (normally he uses straight chiasmi), perhaps draws attention to the unique position that chapter 13 has in the Gospel, dividing what has gone before from what follows. Certainly from this chapter onwards there is a different emphasis from what has gone before as Jesus begins to establish His new ‘open’ community (Matthew 14:15-21; Matthew 15:29-39; Matthew 16:18-19; Matthew 18:1-35); and to prepare his disciples for the future (Matthew 15:16-20; Matthew 16:5-28; Matthew 17:1-23; Matthew 18:1-35; Matthew 19:10-15; Matthew 19:23-30; Matthew 20:1-28); making them continually assess the value of the Kingly Rule of Heaven (Matthew 16:13-28; Matthew 17:1-13; Matthew 17:24-27; Matthew 19:16-30; Matthew 20:1-16; Matthew 20:20-28); while the opposition of the Pharisees, and then the Scribes, Sadducees and Chief Priests, grows (Matthew 15:1-14; Matthew 16:1-4; Matthew 19:3-9; Matthew 21:15-16; Matthew 21:23-46; Matthew 22:15-40).

In the first part of his Gospel the seeds of the Kingly Rule have been sown and the leaven has got to work. The Kingly Rule of Heaven has been proclaimed (Matthew 4:17; Matthew 4:23), the seven blessings (Matthew 5:3-9) and the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 13:5-7) have revealed the glory of the Kingly Rule, the crowds have swarmed to hear Him (Matthew 4:23-25; Matthew 8:1; Matthew 8:16-18; Matthew 9:8; Matthew 9:33-36) the Messiah has been revealed by His activities (Matthew 13:8-9) and the seed of the Kingly Rule of Heaven has been spread widely (Matthew 13:10), although being accompanied by the fact of the ineffectiveness of the seed in some (Matthew 11:16-24,; Matthew 12:1-16) and the clear activity of the Enemy (Matthew 12:22-45). All this is depicted in the parables in Matthew 13:1-35.

In the second part, after the first part has been initially summarised in the exposition of the parable of the tares/darnel to the disciples, resulting in a picture of the exaltation of the righteous, which demonstrates that that work continues (Matthew 13:36-43), all are called on to evaluate the Kingly Rule of Heaven and determine its worth for themselves, assessing the value of the treasure and the pearl (Matthew 13:44-46; compare Matthew 16:13-28; Matthew 17:1-13; Matthew 17:24-27; Matthew 19:16-30; Matthew 20:1-16; Matthew 20:20-28), and this prior to the sorting of the good from the bad (Matthew 13:48), resulting in the final punishment of the wicked (Matthew 13:49-50). This last is exemplified in the seven woes (Matthew 13:23), the discourse against the Scribes and Pharisees (Matthew 13:23) and the judgment on Jerusalem (Matthew 13:24). Compare also Matthew 8:11-12 along with Matthew 13:42-43, in which exaltation predominates, and Matthew 13:50 along with Matthew 22:30 and Matthew 24:51, in which judgment predominates. And all this is then capped by chapter 25 where the twofold choices are depicted as available (Matthew 25:28-30; Matthew 25:46) as in Matthew 7:13-27.

Alongside this goes the gradual revelation of Jesus to His disciples, and their gradual growth in understanding. In chapter 8 He is ‘Teacher’ (Matthew 13:19) and ‘Lord’ Matthew 13:21; Matthew 13:25, but in Matthew 14:33 it is ‘the Son of God’ and in Matthew 16:16 it is ‘the Messiah, the son of the living God’, and the revelation continually grows.

We would not, however, claim that this exhausts the themes of Matthew. Thus the shining forth of the righteous as the sun (Matthew 13:43), followed by the evaluation of the Kingly Rule of Heaven made by both poor and wealthy (Matthew 13:44-45), resulting in judgment on the unworthy (Matthew 13:47-50) could be seen also as reflecting the transfiguration when Jesus shines forth like the sun (Matthew 17:2), followed by the contrast between the children who came to Jesus and the rich young man whose evaluation failed (Matthew 19:13-22), and the subsequent evaluation by the disciples which did not fail (Matthew 19:23-30) and the judgment chapters of 23-24 which reveal judgment on the unworthy.

The first part of this chapter is also in the form of a chiasmus. Thus we have:

a The parable of the sower (Matthew 13:3-9).

b The fact that it is given to the disciples to know the secrets of the Kingly Rule of Heaven (Matthew 13:10-12).

c The fact that the people as a whole will neither hear nor see nor understand (Matthew 13:13-15).

b The fact that the disciples will see and hear and understand (Matthew 13:16-17).

a The subsequent explanation of the parable to the disciples so that they will see and understand (Matthew 13:18-23).

So in ‘a’ we have the parable of the sower, and in the parallel its interpretation. In ‘b’ we learn that the disciples are to be given to know God’s secrets, and in the parallel they are blessed because they do so. Centrally is the idea that the people will neither see nor understand.

Jesus Prepares To Teach in Parables (13:1-3a).
Jesus leaves the house in which He is staying and goes to the side of the sea, presumably so that there will be room for the larger crowds which are gathering. And there, because the crowds are so large, He sits in a boat while the crowds gather on the shore. A similar situation is pictured in Mark 4:1-2. But it was a situation that must have occurred many times.

Analysis.
a On that day Jesus went out of the house, and sat by the sea side (Matthew 13:1).

b And there were gathered to Him great crowds (Matthew 13:2 a).

c So that He entered into a boat, and sat (Matthew 13:2 b).

b And all the crowd stood on the beach (Matthew 13:2 c).

a And He spoke to them many things in parables, saying’ (Matthew 13:3).

Note that in ‘a’ Jesus goes out and sits by the seaside (with the purpose of preaching) and in the parable He preaches to them in parables. In ‘b’ the great crowds gather, and in the parallel the crowd stands on the beach. Centrally in ‘c’ Jesus enters the boat and sits down.

Verse 2
‘And there were gathered to him great crowds, so that he entered into a boat, and sat, and all the crowd stood on the beach.’

In accordance with his expectations the crowds gathered in such numbers that He entered a boat and taught them from it (compare Luke 5:1-3, which explains where Jesus first got the idea). The crowd then stood on the beach in order to hear Him. This seems to have become a regular practise for Him.

Verse 3
“Behold, the sower went forth to sow,”

All Jesus’ hearers were familiar with the sight of the sower, as he went out with his bag or other such container full of seed to be sown, and tossed it this way and that as he scattered the seed over his own strip of land. And as they heard mention of the sower many of their thoughts would go back to the words of Proverbs 11:18, ‘he who sows righteousness has a sure reward,’ and, somewhat guiltily (because they had not done it), to Hosea 10:12, ‘Sow to yourselves in righteousness, reap according to mercy, break up your fallow ground, for it is time to seek the LORD, until he come and rain righteousness upon you.’ They would recognise that this sower was therefore issuing a call for repentance and righteousness in the light of the presence in Jesus of the Kingly Rule of Heaven.

And what would He sow? We find the answer in Isaiah 55:10. There seed for the sower was the result of God’s rain falling on God’s earth, producing ‘seed for the sower’, and this was figurative for God’s word going forth to fulfil His will, accomplishing what He pleased and prospering in the way in which He sent it.

Verses 3-9
The Parable of the Sowing of the Seed (13:3-9).
This parable compares those who hear the word, and in three ways fail to receive it successfully, with those who do receive the word, and produce fruit at three levels. It is another presentation of the two ways. It will be noted that the emphasis is not on the harvest but on what is, or is not, produced. It is a brilliantly simple analysis of men’s hearts. With some there was no interest. With some there was interest but no depth of thought or understanding. With some what interest there was, was choked by other things than the word of truth, by cares, anxieties and a desire for wealth. Notice also the fate of the seed which has failed to yield fruit. Some was devoured, some withered in the sun, and some was choked. The failures thus came for a variety of reasons but the end result was the same, there was no fruitfulness. Each listener was left to think for himself what it was that might be the hindrance in his own life. And then the glorious goal was set before him that he could, if he truly responded to Jesus and His words, produce one hundredfold.

It has sometimes been argued that Jesus original intention in this parable was simply to build up to the idea of the Harvest, but a moments thought will reveal that this really cannot be so unless Jesus was talking to half-wits. And He was not. He was speaking to people steeped in the Old Testament and later Jewish tradition, and inevitably when they heard of the birds swooping down to seize the seed their ears would prick up and they would think in terms of powers of evil and of demons, and even of Satan himself, in the light of Jewish tradition where birds were commonly seen in that way (compare Genesis 15:11; Genesis 40:17; Genesis 40:19; Isaiah 18:5-6; Jeremiah 7:33; Jeremiah 12:9; Ezekiel 39:4; Ezekiel 39:17), especially in the light of what Jesus had taught in Matthew 12:28-29; Matthew 12:43-45. We can compare here Revelation 18:2, which echoes those traditions, where devils, unclean spirits and unclean birds are seen to be operating in parallel (compare Isaiah 13:21; Isaiah 34:11; Isaiah 34:14-15).

But even more so when they heard of sowing among thorns their minds would immediately call to mind the words of Jeremiah, ‘Do not sow among thorns’ (Jeremiah 4:3), and ‘they have sown wheat and have reaped thorns’ (Jeremiah 12:13). It was inevitable. They could hardly have failed to do so. And thus alert minds would already be looking into the details of the parable and asking themselves what it meant. And it can hardly be doubted in the light of this that Jesus intended them to do so.

Verse 4
“And as he sowed, some seeds fell by the way side, and the birds came and devoured them.

The sower’s ‘field’ would not be like the ones we are familiar with. It would be a strip of ground, and within a larger area which was criss-crossed with pathways so that people could make their way to their own strip. And in spite of his efforts his strip of land would also contain scattered weeds which he could not get rid of, and areas where the ground was simply a rock foundation covered with a sparse covering of earth, areas which were quite unaccepting of seed. Each sower would sow his seed over the part of the field that he owned or rented. Sometimes he would plough the ground first, trying to break up the ground and the weeds with his wooden, rather ineffective, plough, others would seek to plough the seed in after sowing. Still others would do both. But in each case it was usually with a wooden plough which hardly disturbed the surface even at the best of times, and even less so when it was dry. Some of the seed would fall on the pathways which criss-crossed the fields. There it escaped the plough and lay on the surface, and the birds would be waiting to swoop down and devour it. Every subsistence farmer knew what it felt like for that to happen. It was a familiar sight. And many a Jew on listening would, against the background of Jewish tradition, think in terms of demons.

Verse 5-6
13-5-6 “And others fell on the rocky places, where they had not much earth, and straightway they sprang up, because they had no deepness of earth, and when the sun was risen, they were scorched, and because they had no root, they withered away.”

Other of the seed would fall on places where there was very little soil because of the rocky formations beneath the ground, formations which were impervious to the plough. Thus it remained very close to the surface and there was nowhere for it to spread its roots. It would spring up quickly and then gradually shrivel up in the sun and ‘wither away’ because it had no depth of earth in which its roots could establish themselves.

Such rootless plants are in mind in Isaiah 40:24, ‘yes they have not been planted, yes they have not been sown, yes their stock has not taken root in the earth, moreover He blows on them and they wither, --’, and in Hosea 9:16. ‘Ephraim (Israel) is smitten, her root is dried up, they will bear no fruit’ even though it is mainly offspring that are in mind in both cases.

Verse 7
“And others fell on the thorns, and the thorns grew up and choked them.”

Other seed would fall in places where, try as he would, the sower had been unable to eradicate the weeds. He had cut them back, and even possibly ploughed the ground, but he could do little else with regard to them, for his tools were primitive.

And many a listener would inevitably turn his thoughts towards Jeremiah 4:3, ‘sow not among thorns’, which was immediately followed by a call for a change of heart. So even before reaching the final phase many diverse thoughts would be possessing the minds of the listeners.

Verse 8
“And others fell on the good ground, and yielded fruit, some a hundredfold, some sixty, some thirty.”

But some of the seed would fall on the ground which yielded to the plough, some parts better than others, and the result was that it would grow and yield fruit with various measures of success. But even the good seed was graded because of the quality of the ground. Nevertheless in this case it developed splendidly.

The fruitfulness of the seed should be noted. The power of the seed is being accentuated. Thirtyfold indicates completeness (three times ten), sixtyfold indicates intensified completeness (three times two times ten), and a hundredfold even greater completeness (ten times ten). The fruitfulness of the good seed in the Kingly Rule of Heaven will be abundant and satisfying.

It is unwise to try to analyse too closely the details of the parable. The aim was not accuracy of detail but the getting over of the point. Jesus was not aiming to give an accurate lesson on farming techniques. In fact He was a carpenter talking to some who were experienced farmers, and they would instantly recognise the distortions and learn from them. (The very distortions in fact demonstrate that to Jesus the details were intended to be important). But the story was intended to convey the facts of His ministry, (and in a sense of all ministry), and if to us too much of the seed appears to be wasted we must recognise that that is precisely what did happen to Jesus’ teaching, and therefore was necessary as a point in the story, and provided a stern warning to the listeners. As we have learned previously the majority did not hear. But it was all made up for by those who did hear. In them the power of the word brought forth fruit abundantly, ‘thirtyfold, sixtyfold and a hundredfold’.

Furthermore the people would recognise that the seed had resulted in fourfold results; snatched up by birds, withering in the sun, choking among the thistles, and some wonderfully fruitful, and many would ponder over what these pictures indicated as they went along. They had not read the books that said that they had to wait for the end of the parable, and they had a number of Old Testament parables to go by (e.g. Isaiah 5:1-7, depicting poor results; Matthew 27:1-6, depicting good results) which would, if they thought about it, make them think about both aspects of what was happening, the bad and the good. Furthermore the birds ominously swooping and snatching the seed would take their thought to Old Testament references which referred to birds acting as harbingers of evil (Genesis 40:17; Genesis 40:19; Jeremiah 12:9; Ezekiel 39:4), and to Jewish teaching where birds sometimes even indicated demons and Satan (compare Revelation 18:2), and thorns and thistles would inevitably take their minds back to Genesis 3:18; Proverbs 24:30-31; Isaiah 5:6; Isaiah 27:4; Jeremiah 4:3; Jeremiah 12:13. There would thus no doubt be many fervent discussions among them as to what it all meant, and we really cannot doubt that Jesus intended it to be so.

But hopefully the main point would finally come through to all, that what was sown was intended to produce fruitfulness, a message that they had already heard from John the Baptist (Matthew 3:8; Matthew 3:10; Matthew 3:12).

Verse 9
“He who has ears, let him hear.”

Having told a story with a familiar ring Jesus then challenged His listeners to consider well how they interpreted His words. If God was enabling them to hear, or if they wanted to hear and sought a solution, then they would hear. Otherwise they would not gain the understanding that they should. (For no one knows the Father but the Son, and he to whom the Son will reveal Him - Matthew 11:27).

It is quite apparent from what we have said that if the listener looked at this parable, even without its known interpretation, it would be seen as having has more than one point to it. And once it is recognised that it seems to have a varied in depth meaning, which Jesus had seemingly intended, it reveals at a minimum that different people would make different responses, and also something about what those responses might be at different levels and under different circumstances. For it leaves room for considerable thought. And it finally stresses the blessing for those who receive the seed properly, the blessing that can be their under the Kingly Rule of Heaven. To limit it to one thought is therefore to be pedantic, and indeed obviously incorrect. Some might have done so, but others would have taken it in more breadth. We might say that it would reveal those who had the ear to hear, from those who had not.

Verse 10
‘And the disciples came, and said to him, “Why do you speak to them in parables?” ’

The disciples, who had been listening to His stories and were obviously a little puzzled because they were clearly now more complicated and He never seemed to explain them, came to Him and asked Him why He taught the crowds in parables without explaining them. They could not understand why He did not say to the crowds the same things as He said to them. They did not know the hearts of the crowds as Jesus did. He knew that His words to the disciples were not for unrepentant hearts. But it should be noted that had Jesus not been teaching a number of parables in succession this question would never have been asked, thus a series of parables is indicated by the question.

Jesus’ method of teaching in parables was certainly not unique. We have examples of parables in the Old Testament, such as Jotham’s parable in Judges 9:7-15; Nathan’s parable to David in 2 Samuel 12:1-6; Micaiah’s in 1 Kings 22:19-22; Isaiah’s in Isaiah 5:1-7; Isaiah 27:1-6; Ezekiel’s in Ezekiel 31:1-9, and many more, but Jesus’ parables are undoubtedly distinctive. The Rabbis also used parables and allegories, although only one is known before the time of Jesus. John the Baptist certainly spoke vividly and parabolically. But none used them as prolifically or as vividly or to as good effect as Jesus did.

That Jesus used parables and parabolic language right from the beginning of His ministry we know. In Matthew the obvious examples are Matthew 7:24-27; Matthew 9:15-17; Matthew 11:16-19, and we might also include Matthew 5:22; Matthew 5:25-26; etc. depending on our definition of parable, while if we include illustrative material it is found almost everywhere. The truth is that Jesus’ teaching is steeped in parabolic language from the beginning, and we are therefore very unwise if we think we can decide what He would and would not do in a field where He was clearly an innovator, and used a number of methods. He covered a wide scope of preaching methods and used a wide number of aids such as poetic metre, repetition, parallelism, chiasmus, pithy illustration, simple parable and allegory. Nor can we hope to decide at what point He introduced a particular parabolic or allegoric method, for our material is insufficient for the purpose. What we must beware of is trying to find an interpretation for every single point spoken of in a parable.

With regard to the views of scholars about parables, while this has beneficially made us think much more about them and gain new light on them, there is no doubt that for each scholar who takes up one position there is another who takes up another, and the truth is that if we add all their positions together and then extract what suits us, we can end up believing about them precisely what we want. The only final conclusion that we can actually reach is that none of their positions are so obviously right that they exclude the others, or have convinced the majority that they alone are right, and this might be seen as suggesting that their results are therefore mainly based on the presuppositions that they started out with or built up, or from their predisposition towards the results that they wanted to find, slightly modified by their own researches, rather than on anything intrinsic in the narrative. None, however, convincingly demonstrate that their position is correct and in the end all have to base their final convictions on their own dogmatic position, a position hotly disputed by others. This suggests that the principles on which they proceed are fallible. There are in fact almost as many interpretations as there are scholars. (After all that is what scholars excel at, putting up ideas to be shot down).

Our view is that Jesus’ parables are so unique and distinctive in their simplicity and their genius that they point to the same mind as taught the Sermon on the Mount, a mind with a genius that no one else, other than Jesus, could have achieved. The early church certainly never demonstrated the ability to produce such parables in quite the same way. We also consider that there is clear evidence that in some cases a number of points are intended to be learned from them, so that some of them are to that extent allegories. We shall therefore consider them on this basis.

Verses 10-13
Jesus Explains Why He Speaks In Parables (13:10-13a).
The disciples who had had the secrets of the Kingly Rule of Heaven revealed to them in the Sermon on the Mount and subsequently, could not understand why Jesus did not speak so plainly to the crowds. Why did He only tell the crowds stories which left the listeners still unsure of what was meant, when He had made it so clear to them? (Like all of us they did not realise how little they actually knew themselves). Jesus replies that it is because the crowds are in no condition to receive the truth as stated plainly. It would actually be too much for them and therefore harmful to them. Those whose hearts were open must be brought along gradually until they repented. Let them ponder on what they were given. Then they could know more.

The advantage of the parables was that each man could interpret them as he would on different levels. Each received the truth at the level at which they appreciated it, and would go away to think and talk it over. And as a result none became ‘hardened’ as a result of the repetition of the message. Some would understand by His words one thing, and some would understand another. Some would go away with but a single lesson learned, others would interpret it in more detail. They would discuss it together. But all would learn something if they wanted to. And an explanation was always available. It was, however, only those who had begun to accept that the Kingly Rule of Heaven was here, and that Jesus was the Coming One, and who appreciated that that was what He was talking about, who would gather their full meaning. But all should have known that, for repent for the Kingly Rule of Heaven is at hand’ had been His constant message (Matthew 4:17).

We do not know at what stage this incident took place, Matthew while chronological in his major outline, tends to deal within the outline with themes which build up, not with chronology, as we can see from his patterns. Thus this is no guide as to what point in time Jesus began to preach in parables. When we think about it recognise that we actually know very little about what Jesus preached to the crowds before this (only ‘repent for the Kingly Rule of Heaven is at hand’ (Matthew 4:17), and that John also had preached ‘parabolically’. But we do know that even His teaching to the disciples included much ‘parabolic’ material, i.e. many illustrations. So it may well have taken the disciples some time before they recognised that He constantly differentiated in His ministry in this way, sufficiently for them to ask about it, probably in fact only when they became puzzled themselves when what they heard was not clear to them and they suddenly realised that there had been no explanation. Indeed this may actually be seen as the point where he moved from simple parable to allegory.

We should note in this regard what a ‘parable’ is. Certainly it is sometimes an earthly story with a heavenly meaning, but that is only one type of ‘parable’. It can also be a pithy saying, an illustration, a cryptic one-liner, a figure of speech, and so on. And as we have seen above, it could be a more detailed allegory (although we should not seek interpretations of every point as the later church began to do). It is both enlightening and enigmatic at the same time, depending on the listener and his receptiveness, as the parable of the sowing of the seed makes clear.

Analysis of Matthew 13:10-13 a.
a And the disciples came, and said to Him, “Why do you speak to them in parables?” (Matthew 13:10).

b And He answered and said to them, “To you it is given to know the mysteries of the kingly rule of heaven, but to them it is not given” (Matthew 13:11).

b “For whoever has, to him will be given, and he will have abundance, but whoever has not, from him will be taken away even what he has” (Matthew 13:12).

a “Therefore I speak to them in parables” (Matthew 13:13 a).

Note that in ‘a’ the question is as to why He speaks in parables and in the parallel He has explained why. In ‘b’ and its parallel we have two parallel statements.

Verse 11
‘And he answered and said to them, “To you it is given to know the mysteries of the kingly rule of heaven, but to them it is not given.”

Jesus replied that the reason that He treated the disciples differently from the crowds was because it was given to them to know and have unfolded to them the ‘mysteries of the Kingly Rule of Heaven’, while it was not so given to the crowds. We have here Jesus constant emphasis on the difference between those who are ‘given’ spiritual things by God (they are the ‘blessed ones’ - Matthew 13:16) and those who are not. And they are then given things because they ask and go on asking (Matthew 7:7) and because they show compassion (Luke 6:38) and are therefore in a state to learn. Their having been ‘blessed’ produces fruit. Compare in John’s Gospel those who have been ‘given to Him by the Father’, and thus those who in contrast have not (John 6:37; John 6:39; John 10:29) And these who have been given to Him are those who believe (John 6:40). They are therefore able to receive.

One of the greatest gifts that a man can receive is that of understanding the mystery of the Kingly Rule of Heaven. A mystery is something once hidden in, for example, the teaching of the prophets which is now being revealed. It is something puzzling now made clear. Compare the ‘mystery’ in Daniel 2:28 which was revealed by Daniel himself (Daniel 2:47). Although even then it still remained to be further interpreted, even if they did not think so at the time, for that spoke of the worldwide Kingly Rule. The Old Testament had taught many things about the coming Kingly Rule, but it had had to be in a form that was not fully or properly understood (although the idea was grasped in general on a basis within their level of understanding), nor could have been, because the people were limited by the level of their concepts at the time. Those concepts did not include ideas about Heaven as a future dwellingplace. They were firmly based on earth. And they had to be lest they got caught up in myths of the gods, a route that could have led them anywhere. But He had now come to make those mysteries clear to those who were fitted to receive them.

The ‘mystery’ had been a necessity in Old Testament days, because the people did not have the kind of background that would have enabled them to understand heavenly truth baldly stated. They did not have sufficient conceptual background. Talking to them about a heavenly kingdom would have been like talking to a Central African native about snow and ice. It would have been totally outside their ability to grasp the truth. (Just as the Saracens mocked when Christian knights told them how they had walked their horses across water (frozen rivers). They were clever men but they had no concept of ice). For because of the dangers of ideas connected with the surrounding gods and their mythology all teaching had to be given to Israel as though it applied to earth so that it would not become mixed up with myths about the gods. They did not want their ideas to be based on myths, but on history.

So their God did not play around in the heavens, He ruled over the heavens and dealt very solidly with earth. There was no conception in Israel of a Heaven to which they could go or of a heavenly future in which they would be involved. Thus the establishment of the coming Kingly Rule of the house of David (e.g. Isaiah 11:1-10; Isaiah 66:22-24; Ezekiel 37:21-28; Zechariah 14:16-21), the future of the wicked (Isaiah 66:24), the coming resurrection (Isaiah 26:19; Daniel 12:1-3), and even the going out of the Holy Spirit (Isaiah 32:15; Ezekiel 47:1-12) were all portrayed as happening in very much earthly terms. They could conceive of no other.

But by New Testament times the way had been prepared, and it was therefore now necessary for Jesus to demonstrate how the Scriptures should be reinterpreted in the light of the new understanding of Heaven and eternal judgment that had grown up during the inter-testamental period. That is why He emphasised that the Kingly Rule of Heaven initially now indicated God’s rule over the individual lives of those who had responded to Him in this world, and that they were finally to look to the everlasting ‘kingdom’ where all who were His would be with Him (although that is in fact outside the Universe and is spiritual in nature - so we are thinking parabolically too!). Even Jerusalem is seen as now indicating a new heavenly Jerusalem (Galatians 4:26; Hebrews 12:22), because the earthly Jerusalem is destined for destruction The earthly rule of an earthly king has now thus been replaced by a heavenly rule of a heavenly king (Matthew 28:18), even though He is at present walking on earth among them. To use a crude term the Old Testament has been ‘deallegorised’ by Jesus. It has been reinterpreted in the light of more advanced spiritual conceptions. Fuller light had awaited those conceptions. Thus they had known that the Kingly Rule of Heaven would be spread by the teaching of the word (compare Isaiah 2:2-4), and would receive the response of individuals who would come together under His rule (Isaiah 45:23), and that it would all somehow end in a final Kingly Rule of God from Heaven. What they had not then conceived of was that it would actually be in Heaven (and then in a new Heaven and a new earth - 2 Peter 3:13; Revelation 21:1 where all the promises concerning ‘earth’ could be fulfilled, and Abraham and his seed could receive the promises - Hebrews 11:13-16).

We should consider in this regard the dangers that Jesus faced in His ministry. In a highly volatile area like Galilee, among a people who were constantly looking for a deliverer to arrive from God and free them from the Roman yoke, talk about the Kingly Rule of Heaven could soon become dangerous. Even with all His warnings His disciples still thought in terms of an earthly victory and an earthly kingdom wrought by the power of Jesus (Matthew 20:20-23; Matthew 24:3; Luke 22:24; Acts 1:6) so that Jesus had to bring them ‘down to earth’ and remove their false presumptions (Matthew 20:25-28; Luke 22:25-27). How much more would this have been so had He taught the same things openly to the crowds (John 6:14-15 brings out how easily that could have become a danger). By teaching in parables this danger was largely avoided.

Verse 12
“For whoever has, to him will be given, and he will have abundance, but whoever has not, from him will be taken away even what he has.”

So those who have already received the truth, and have repented and have come under the Kingly Rule of Heaven, will continue to receive more and more truth, because they are open to it. He who ‘has’, to him will be given, and he will be given more and more. But those whose hearts have not responded will receive nothing apart from what they receive in the form of parables, to interpret as they will, which will, unless their hearts are enlightened and they respond, eventually fade away, so that they are left with nothing because they have not truly received it and are really not interested. The fault will not be with God, it will be with them. But at least they will not be ‘Gospel-hardened’.

Verse 13
“Therefore I speak to them in parables, because seeing they do not see, and hearing they do not hear, nor do they understand.”

And this is why He speaks to them in parables, because they are unseeing and unhearing and unreceptive in their minds. That would mean that any truth He taught them would either not be understood, or would merely anger them, or would be misinterpreted, or would be transformed in their minds into what they wanted Him to say. (There is nothing more exasperating for a preacher than to be congratulated on his sermon for saying the exact opposite of what he actually did say, due to the presuppositions of the listener). However, by receiving the truth in parables they will be saved from all three. They will receive whatever their heart is open to receive, they will not receive teaching parrot fashion, and if they want to know more, they will be able to ask. Meanwhile they will not have insulated themselves from the preacher’s words by having a constant ‘reinterpretation filter’ built into their thinking.

One of the great problems for the preacher or evangelist today in Western countries is that very often his listeners think that they know everything to do with what he is talking about because they have a smattering of vague and often completely wrong ideas about what Jesus did teach. And, if they bother to think about it at all, they interpret everything in that light. One good example of this is the idea of the Fatherhood of God. Most people today would consider that they know exactly what Jesus meant by that, and most of them are completely wrong. But they will never be convinced of that fact, unless God enlightens them, for it suits them to believe it. It had been better for them if they had never been taught it, or had been taught in parables.

Verse 14
“And to them is fulfilled the prophecy of Isaiah, which says, “By hearing you will hear, and will in no way understand, and seeing you will see, and will in no wise perceive.”

Once again Matthew goes by name to Isaiah, although this time he does it in words of Jesus, and it may well be that it was from this saying of Jesus that he himself obtained the idea for his ‘that it might be fulfilled’ sayings. Others, however, see this saying as added by Matthew as a fulfilment saying, backing up the words of Jesus. For Matthew undoubtedly sees this period in the life of Jesus as very much a fulfilling of Isaiah’s prophecies (Matthew 3:3; Matthew 4:15-16; Matthew 8:17; Matthew 12:17; Matthew 20:28).

The words here are taken from Isaiah 6:9-10. Significantly the context of it was the appearance of the glory of YHWH in the Temple on His throne (Isaiah 6:1-7), and it went on to describe the need for Isaiah to proclaim his message, accompanied by the guarantee that Israel would fail to respond to that message, leading up to further judgments which would finally result in the establishment of a faithful remnant (Matthew 6:13). Thus the Kingly Rule of Heaven was there manifested in Isaiah and was rejected, but with the future hope of a ‘holy seed’. And now that the One has come Who will also reveal the glory of YHWH in even fuller measure (especially in Matthew 17:1-8; but see John 1:12-18), and will receive His throne (Matthew 28:18), and who is also seeking to establish the pure remnant (Matthew 12:46-50; Matthew 16:18), Jesus recognises that the same principles apply, for men are no different from what they were.

And those principles are that the majority who hear the word of God may hear it, but they do not understand it, and while they may in one sense ‘see’ it, they are not really able to perceive what it means, and this is because of the state of their hearts. People had not changed since Isaiah’s day.

Verse 15
“For this people’s heart is grown gross, and their ears are dull of hearing, and their eyes they have closed, lest it happen that they should perceive with their eyes, and hear with their ears, and understand with their heart, and should turn again, and I should heal them.”

The reason for their failure is because of the condition of their ‘inner hearts’, that is, their minds, emotions and wills. Their hearts and minds and thoughts are full of other things so that they have become fat and dull and lazy as far as God is concerned, their ears are attuned to other things and therefore they give no credence to spiritual things, they close their spiritual eyes when they are challenged about God so that nothing comes home to them, and this is what prevents their hearing, and seeing, and understanding with the result that they do not ‘turn again’. Thus no genuine response results in their lives, and Jesus therefore does not heal them.

“Lest it happen that they should perceive with their eyes, and hear with their ears, and understand with their heart, and should turn again, and I should heal them.” There would appear here to be an indication that the condition of people’s hearts is actually intended by God to prevent them from understanding God’s words and responding to them. But we must reckon on two things, the prophet’s (and God’s) irony and his firm belief that God is the prime source of everything.

In His irony God sees the people as being almost afraid of hearing and seeing lest they might have to respond and be healed. And that is because they do not want to respond and be healed. They like being as they are. Certainly they want any benefits that God will dole out to them, but they do not want to be stirred out of their indolent, self-satisfied way of living. Thus they are afraid of hearing and seeing lest their should be changed.

But as one who believes that all that happens is of God Isaiah is also describing what he sees in the light of those terms. He is saying that this is so because although we cannot explain it, God has done it. But it should be noted here that he is not suggesting that God does directly intervene to close men’s eyes or to shut their ears, or to darken their understandings. He is simply saying that He allows their natural responses (which are of course the result of His creative work as wrecked by the Fall) to do it for them. He is saying that He refrains from interfering with the natural course of things. These are the people to whom in His sovereignty He has chosen not to make Himself known. But the final fault lies with them and the state of their hearts which they themselves have brought about. For ‘what may be known of God is manifest to them’ (Romans 1:19-20), if only their hearts would respond. Thus they are without excuse. (If we have free will we certainly have nothing to grumble about, and if we did not have freewill we would not be arguing about it).

The close correspondence with LXX that we find here is unusual in Matthew but may have resulted from a Hebrew text which closely paralleled LXX, which he then translates in accordance with his knowledge of LXX, or may even in fact have been taken from LXX itself (but why then do we not find it more often apart from when Mark is being interpreted), or from a list of a series of quotations from LXX. Many Greek speaking Jews in Palestine might well have favoured, and had available in their synagogues, copies of the Septuagint (LXX), which may have been utilised both by Jesus and by Matthew.

Verse 16
“But blessed are your eyes, for they see, and your ears, for they hear.”

There are, however, those who do see and hear, and they do so because they are ‘God-blessed’ ones, that is, because their ‘eyes’ have been blessed by God. It is God Who had made them see and hear. And because He has stepped in to bless them they have responded. They are those whom His Father has drawn to Him (John 6:44). And thus they parallel those described in the beatitudes as ‘God-blessed ones’. They are what they are because God has blessed them. And that is why they see and hear.

Verse 17
“For truly I say to you, that many prophets and righteous men desired to see the things which you see, and did not see them, and to hear the things which you hear, and did not hear them.”

And what is more they are especially privileged because of the time in which they live. Many in the past had looked forward with yearning to this day and had not seen it. The great prophets, and the lesser prophets, and all truly righteous men had longed to see what they were seeing now, and to hear what they were hearing now. They had longed for the Kingly Rule of Heaven to come. They had longed for the Coming One. They had longed for the consolation of Israel (Luke 2:25). But they had never seen the fulfilment of these things. They had lived and died in hope, never receiving (Hebrews 11:39). That was a privilege left to be enjoyed by those who now heard and responded to His words, the fulfilment of all their prophecies. Jesus could have made no stronger claim to uniqueness. He is depicting Himself as the fulfilment of all that the prophets had promised (compare Matthew 5:17).

This was a concept that Jesus repeated on a number of occasions (compare Luke 10:23-24 where it is in a totally different context), for Jesus’ teaching was consistently repetitive, and He wanted the disciples to learn the lesson well.

Verse 18
“Hear you then the parable of the sower.”

Note first how Jesus focuses attention on the sower without actually explaining who the sower is. He leaves each person to recognise who the sower is for themselves. This is typical of His way of only indirectly calling attention to Himself. But as we discover in Matthew 13:19 He makes clear that it is certainly someone who is proclaiming the Kingly Rule of Heaven, and this in turn associates it with the triumph of righteousness (Matthew 6:33). The sower goes forward to produce righteousness and establish the Kingly Rule of Heaven.

In the Old Testament Scriptures we find a similar picture of the sowing of righteousness. In Proverbs 11:18 we are told, ‘he who sows righteousness has a sure reward.’ So any mention of a sower would raise this idea to mind.

The thought of the sower going forth to sow would also remind many of His listeners of Hosea’s description, which clearly has the day of deliverance in mind. It describes how Israel were to achieve the coming promised day of righteousness when righteousness would be poured on them (Hosea 10:12). They were to ‘Sow to yourselves in righteousness’. But how would they sow to themselves in righteousness? By themselves responding to and listening to godly sowers who would preach among them the message of righteousness. They could choose to do so (or choose not to do so). For God provided prophets in all eras but it was they who decided whom they would listen to. And once they chose to hear the message of righteousness it would then result in the raining of righteousness among them. ‘Sow to yourselves in righteousness, reap according to mercy, break up your fallow ground, for it is time to seek the LORD, until he come and rain righteousness upon you’ (Hosea 10:12). In other words ‘listen to your prophets as they sow and respond to them’.

On hearing of the sower many of His listeners would remember these words. They would thus recognise in the idea of the sower going forth one who was to call to repentance the whole of Israel. For ‘sowing righteousness’ for Israel would be by their encouraging their representatives to sow righteousness to them, so producing a righteous nation. Thus when John ‘came in the way of righteousness’ (Matthew 21:32) he was sowing righteousness. And they would see this as something that would especially occur in the future through the activity of the coming Messiah. He too would come sowing righteousness. In the context of the Kingly Rule of Heaven, and of the Old Testament, to be ‘the sower’ was therefore a Messianic claim.

It is true that the implication in Hosea appears at first to us to be a direct appeal to Israel as individuals, but that is because we apply things individually and personally. That is not, however, how Israel would have seen it. In their eyes the way that they would sow righteousness to themselves would be by raising up righteous leaders and teachers, who arose with their support, whose sowing of righteousness would then produce righteousness in them. And the most important to be involved in this would be the King acting on their behalf, for he was ‘the breath of their nostrils’. When they had a righteous king who ‘did what was right in the eyes of the Lord’ righteousness would follow. So they would expect that such a sowing of righteousness would occur when in the final days God’s righteousness and salvation was revealed (Isaiah 56:1). The future King would come sowing righteousness. And in terms of Isaiah that would point to the Redeemer who would come bringing righteousness and salvation (Isaiah 59:20 with 16). The Sower would be the One Who began the process by sowing righteousness.

There is a similar picture connecting sowing with the establishment of the Kingly Rule in Psalms 126:5-6, where the thought is of deliverance of the exiles in triumph preparatory to God’s Kingly Rule. ‘Those who sow in tears will reap in joy. Though he go forth on his way weeping, bearing forth the seed, he will come again with joy, bringing his sheaves with him.’ To Israel the sowing of seed through suffering prophets is to result in deliverance.

So when ‘the sower went forth to sow’ their minds, if they were enlightened, should immediately have turned towards one who went forth preaching righteousness, and in view of Jesus’ proclamation of the Kingly Rule of Heaven, to One Who proclaimed the Kingly Rule of Heaven.

Verses 18-23
The Interpretation of the Parable of the Sowing Of The Seed (13:18-23).
As we look at this interpretation we will note how perfectly it fits the words of the parable without being over-allegoristic. It is simple, straightforward and telling, with its background in Scripture. There is no good reason for doubting that we have the immediate words of Jesus. It is as much noteworthy for what it does not say as for what it does say. It does not, for example, define the sower. Because it was in a context where Jesus was speaking it did not need to do so. All knew Who the sower was. The question was what He had to say.

Analysis.
a “Hear you then the parable of the sower” (Matthew 13:18).

b “When any one hears the word of the kingly rule, and does not understand it, then comes the evil one, and snatches away what has been sown in his heart. This is he who was sown by the way side” (Matthew 13:19).

c “And he who was sown on the rocky places, this is he who hears the word, and immediately with joy receives it, yet he has no root in himself, but endures for a while, and when tribulation or persecution arises because of the word, immediately he stumbles” (Matthew 13:20-21).

b “And he who was sown among the thorns, this is he who hears the word, and the care of the world, and the deceitfulness of riches, choke the word, and he becomes unfruitful” (Matthew 13:22).

a “And he who was sown on the good ground, this is he who hears the word, and understands it; who truly bears fruit, and brings forth, some a hundredfold, some sixty, some thirty” (Matthew 13:23).

Note that in ‘a’ the parable is about the sower, and in the parallel we have described what the sower is out to achieve. In ‘b’ we have one reason for failure where the words has no impact at all, and we have the same in the parallel. Centrally in ‘c’ are those who make a quick profession and equally quickly fall away when some difficulty arises.

Verse 19
“When any one hears the word of the kingly rule, and does not understand it, then comes the evil one, and snatches away what has been sown in his heart. This is he who was sown by the way side.”

The sower sows the word of the Kingly Rule, the advancing of God’s righteousness (Matthew 6:33). He is thus either the King or the King’s personal representative. And as we already know, that Kingly Rule very much involves righteousness (Matthew 6:33). So here Israel are being ‘sowed to in righteousness’. But the question then is whether they will respond to this righteousness. And as John has already made clear, the raining of righteousness will only be on some (Matthew 3:11). Others will have judgment rained on them.

The seed sown on the pathway, where the birds of the air immediately seized it, is described as the word concerning the Kingly Rule of Heaven which, when ‘sown in the heart’, is simply not comprehended, and the result is that the Evil One can, as it were, swoop down and snatch it away. In terms of Matthew 12:25-30 this would be expected to be so. For the evil one is the one most opposed to and affected by the Strong Man of the Kingly Rule of God, the mighty warrior of Isaiah 59:16-18.

The idea is clear and straightforward. The teaching is sown. It is heard and reaches the mind, but sadly often it does not reach the inner heart (‘heart’ can signify mind, or will, as opposed to inner heart). There is no ‘understanding’. Thus it is not grasped and the result is that Satan can snatch it away. Paul puts it more theologically when he says, ‘the god of this world blinds the minds of those who do not believe so that the light of the good news of the glory of Christ should not dawn on them’ (2 Corinthians 4:4).

There can be no doubt at all that Jesus believed in a personal Satan, and his minions, and that He did see him (and them) as interfering in men’s lives (Matthew 4:1-11; Matthew 12:26; Luke 13:16; Luke 22:31; John 13:27). Furthermore we have learned in the previous chapter that Satan is very much at odds with the Kingly Rule of God (Matthew 12:28-30) and that his minions seek to congregate in ‘houses’ that are left empty after receiving the word (Matthew 12:44-45). Thus this reminder is very timely, and is simply indicating the same thing in a different way. Indeed we can understand how Jesus, walking along and seeing the birds at work in the grainfields, saw in it a picture of the work of Satan’s minions, doing the work that He has previously described.

“This is he who was sown by the way side.” This means ‘this is the person in whom the seed was sown alongside the pathway’ (compare Colossians 1:6; Colossians 1:10). It is a definition of which people were in mind in this part of the parable.

Verse 20-21
“And he who was sown on the rocky places, this is he who hears the word, and immediately with joy receives it, yet he has no root in himself, but endures for a while, and when tribulation or persecution arises because of the word, immediately he stumbles.”

The second example is the man in whom the seed was sown who was like the thin covering of soil over a limestone rock formation. Just as that soil received the seed, which sprang up quickly because it was in surface soil, and died as quickly, so it is with this man. He hears the word of the Kingly Rule of God and receives it with delight. He is looking forward with anticipation to the Messianic Banquet. But the word itself has not taken root. Thus it persists for a time until obstacles arise. But as soon as there is trouble and persecution (Matthew 5:10-12; Matthew 10:17), he backs down. This was not what he had bargained for at all. He had wanted a grand party, not problems. For that was what it all was to him, a bargain which would lead him into luxury and pleasure. So ‘he stumbles.’ That is, he finds it unacceptable and turns away from it as quickly as he had embraced it. He does not want something that will disturb the pattern of his life.

To suggest that there was no persecution or tribulation before it was suffered by the early church is clearly folly. In a society like that of the Jews, where feelings were strong, the introduction of new ideas, especially ideas as revolutionary as those of Jesus would inevitably produce a reaction. The Pharisees were more prominent in that regard because they saw themselves in their own way as ‘defenders of the faith’ but many a household would have reacted against Jesus’ ideas, and many a strict Jewish father would frown on any response to Jesus from his ‘children’, and it is not surprising that we therefore have constant reference to such persecution and tribulation (Matthew 5:10-12; Matthew 5:43-44; Matthew 10:16-25; Matthew 10:35-36).

Verse 22
“And he who was sown among the thorns, this is he who hears the word, and the care of the world, and the deceitfulness of riches, choke the word, and he becomes unfruitful.”

The third type of person was the one who was like thorn-covered ground. He hears the word, but the care of the world and the deceitfulness of, or delight in, riches choke the word. He thus grows as one who is unfruitful. Both cares and anxieties on the one hand, and desire for wealth, or delight in it, on the other, have kept many people from responding to the Kingly Rule of Heaven.

In the Old Testament a firm warning was given about sowing among thorns. In Jeremiah 4:3 the Lord says, ‘Break up your fallow ground, and do not sow among thorns’. This would certainly therefore have alerted the listening people to the fact that something was happening that should not have done so. Compare also Jeremiah 12:13, ‘they have sown wheat and have reaped thorns’. See also Genesis 3:18; Proverbs 24:30-31; Isaiah 5:6; Isaiah 27:4. It would therefore have been clear to all that what was sown among thorns was something to be very much concerned about.

The aptness of these three types of soil cannot be doubted. Jesus would have come across many people of each of the three types, the ones who never really received the word, and from whose hearts Satan quickly expunged it (Matthew 12:43-45), the ones who seized on it because they had the wrong ideas about it, but soon tossed it away (no cross for them - compare Matthew 9:20), and the ones who allowed it to be choked by anxiety or wealth (Matthew 6:19-34).

Verse 23
“And he who was sown on the good ground, this is he who hears the word, and understands it; who truly bears fruit, and brings forth, some a hundredfold, some sixty, some thirty.”

In contrast with these men who were represented by these three types of soil were the people represented by the good soil. They heard the word, received it, understood it, and allowed it to produce fruit in them. But not all, of course, to the same level, for even here there were three types of soil. But in each case it was good soil. All thus grew to a completely acceptable level of blessing, depending on the level of their response.

This picture of an abundant harvest to come reproduces John’s words in Matthew 3:11. It would also gladden the hearts of the people as it seemed to offer them the ‘good times’ that they were looking forward to when God stepped in to deliver them. All rejoiced at the thought of abundant harvest. It sounded wildly attractive.

On the other hand they would not be quite so exhilarated at the thought of the conditions, ‘hearing the word and understanding it’. For that would mean responding to it, and being ‘healed’.

So while the proclamation of the Kingly Rule of Heaven would be welcomed in the hearts of some, and would produce fruitfulness and righteousness, in others it would finally achieve nothing because of their hardness, superficiality or being too concerned about other things. But one thing was sure. The Kingly Rule of God was among them and within them through His word (Luke 17:21), and all must ‘respond’ in one way or the other, and that was what the parable was all about.

‘He who hears the word, and understands it.’ Jesus lays great stress on the need to understand. Hearing and understanding was crucial to discipleship. In the same way in Mark 7:14 Jesus wanted the people to hear and understand, for not hearing and not understanding was what was the problem with the people (Matthew 13:13; Matthew 13:15; Mark 4:12). Indeed that they did not hear and understand was what marked the difference between the people and the disciples. See also Matthew 13:51 and compare Mark 4:13. It was so as to ensure that His disciples had understanding that He was explaining the parable (compare Mark 4:34). Secrets were being revealed (Matthew 13:11; Matthew 13:35), and truth made known, for that reason. But like all of us the disciples understood at the level that they had reached. We must not read into it more than is intended. They were responding to the Kingly Rule of Heaven in the terms proclaimed by John and Jesus. They would yet need deeper understanding before they fully grasped it, but that would necessarily be something that grew and developed. We all tend to forget what little understanding we once had at times when we thought that we understood. The young converts understanding of Christ is very different from that of the mature Christian. But the fact that he is a ‘convert’ indicates basic understanding.

Verse 24-25
‘He set another parable before them, saying, “The Kingly Rule of Heaven has become like to a situation where a man sowed good seed in his field, but while men slept, his enemy came and sowed tares (darnel) also among the wheat, and went away.’

‘He set another parable before them, saying, “The Kingly Rule of Heaven has become like --” (aorist passive indicative )’. The tense demonstrates that this describes the present state of the Kingly Rule of Heaven. Compare for this Matthew 13:31; Matthew 13:33, although there it is ‘is like’ which is more neutral. Also for ‘the Kingly Rule of Heaven is like --’ compare Matthew 13:44-45; Matthew 13:47. This phrase unites the six parables.

The phrase cannot possibly refer to what each time directly follows ‘like to’. Thus for example here the man cannot represent the Kingly Rule of Heaven. Nor indeed does the field. The field is the world. It is the wheat, the ‘sons of the Kingly Rule’, which make up the Kingly Rule of Heaven. So in each case where it is used the phrase ‘like to --’ must be seen as referring either to a part of the following phrase (in this case the good seed in the field), or to the whole of the story that follows (the sowing of the good seed, the growing of the seed and the harvest of the seed), or to the end result (the gathered in good seed).

Some lay stress on the whole process, the sowing of the good seed, the growing of the seed and the harvest of the seed. Others lay stress on the end result, the wheat gathered into the barn. In view of the parable of the sower, in which concentration was on the process, we might see both as likely, and this is confirmed in the interpretation of the parable of the tares/darnel where we have ‘the sons of the Kingly Rule’ who are the good seed from the beginning, with the darnel (‘the sons of the evil one’) being gathered out from the Kingly Rule because they are not part of it, a Kingly Rule which is thus in existence prior to the establishing of the final Kingly Rule of the Father. But the darnel is never a part of the Kingly Rule of Heaven. It only gives the appearance of being so. Here we have quite clearly expressed the fact of the present Kingly Rule of Heaven consisting even now of all who are true ‘children of the Kingly Rule’, which will be followed in the future by the future Kingly Rule in Heaven, the one merging into the other.

Bearded darnel is very similar to wheat and difficult to distinguish until the wheat comes to ear. Then the difference becomes very clear. The darnel matures with a dark head. The wheat produces ears of wheat. Interestingly the act of sowing darnel among wheat was forbidden and punishable under Roman Law indicating that just this kind of situation did sometimes occur.

‘While men slept.’ The significance of this is that it brings out the surreptitious nature of what happened. It was underhand and done in the darkness.

‘His enemy came.’ The action is peevish and deceitful. He does not destroy the crops or spread salt on the field, but rather sows what will for a long time deceive those involved. It is the work of the great Deceiver. (He is limited in what he can do. He is not permitted to destroy the good seed - compare Job 1:12; Job 2:6). Then he slips away. He wants to remain in the dark. These are the works of darkness.

Verses 24-30
The Parable of the Tares/Bearded Darnel (13:24-30).
In this parable the sower sows good seed in a field, but by night his enemy sows bad seed. However, when asked if the bad seed should be removed the householder says ‘no’, lest good seed also be removed in error. Both are to be allowed to grow together until the Harvest when the bad seed will be dealt with along with the good seed.

Analysis.
a Another parable set He before them, saying, “The Kingly Rule of Heaven is likened to a situation where a man sowed good seed in his field (Matthew 13:24).

b But while men slept, his enemy came and sowed tares (darnel) also among the wheat, and went away (Matthew 13:25).

c But when the blade sprang up and brought forth fruit, then appeared the tares (darnel) also (Matthew 13:26).

d And the servants of the householder came and said to him, “Sir, did you not sow good seed in your field? From where then has it tares (darnel)?” (Matthew 13:27).

c And he said to them, “An enemy has done this.” And the servants say to him, “Do you wish us then to go and gather them up?” (Matthew 13:28).

b But he says, “No, lest it happen that while you gather up the tares (darnel), you root up the wheat with them (Matthew 13:29).

a Let both grow together until the harvest, and in the time of the harvest I will say to the reapers, ‘Gather up first the tares (darnel), and bind them in bundles to burn them, but gather the wheat into my barn’.” (Matthew 13:30).

In ‘a’ the good seed of the Kingly Rule of Heaven is sown, and in the parallel the Harvest results and the good seed is gathered into the barn. In ‘b’ the enemy sows tares (darnel) among the wheat, and in the parallel it is not to be gathered up lest it also root up the wheat. In ‘c’ first the fruitful blade springs up, and the tares (darnel) among them, and in the parallel the tares are (darnel is) recognised for what they are, the work of the enemy. Centrally in ‘d’ is the question as to where the tares (darnel) came from.

Verses 24-33
Three Further Parables of the Kingly Rule of Heaven (13:24-33).
The parable of the Sower having been explained, We now have three further parables introduced, the parable of the tares (or bearded darnel, which to begin with looks like wheat but matures to have a dark head), the parable of the mustard seed and the parable of the leaven. Each introduces us to a different aspect of the Kingly Rule of Heaven as it spreads outwards, and in the light of the parable of the sower we would expect their ideas to be in terms of how the Kingly Rule of Heaven would progress, which is in fact what we find. Indeed the three parables contrast with the three types of failure in the parable of the sower. The spreading of the Kingly Rule of Heaven will be interfered with by the Enemy sowing false wheat (just as he had earlier snatched away the seed), but he will be unable to touch the children of the Kingly Rule; it will grow strong until it becomes a tree, (rather than withering in the sun like the seed in little depth of earth); and it will grow by the activity within it of the power of God working secretly within it, (rather than its members succumbing to the cares and temptations of life, that also work secretly within them).

But as well as connecting back with the parable of the sower, the three parables now introduced have a further three different emphases, this time looking forward to the three parables that follow. Thus the whole series of seven parables interconnects.

* The first parable has to do with the false introduced among the true, who cannot easily be differentiated. And the result is that itends in judgment and the separation of the bad from among the good.

* The second parable has to do with the tiny seed that becomesthe largest herbof all,

* The third parable has to do with leaven which issecreted within the mealuntil it reacts throughout the whole batch of meal.

These will then be followed by a further three parables in parallel which contain similar emphases in reverse order.

* The first will have to do with treasuresecreted in a fieldwhich is such that a man will give anything in order to obtain it, parallel with the leaven hid in the meal.

* The second has to do with a man who will give all that he has forthe largest, most expensive pearlof all, parallel with the largest herb of all.

* The third has to do with the dragnet thatbrings all into judgment and results in the separating of the bad from among the good, paralleling the harvesting of the wheat and the false wheat.

Note especially the deliberate parallels between the parable of the wheat and darnel and that of the dragnet. Both speak of the separating of the evil from among the good (Matthew 13:41; Matthew 13:49). Both speak of what will happen at the end of the age (Matthew 13:40; Matthew 13:49). Both involve the angels separating off the evil so as to cast them into a furnace of fire where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth (Matthew 13:41-42; Matthew 13:49-50). Nevertheless one ends with the righteous shining forth under the Kingly Rule of their Father (compare Matthew 7:21) while the other ends with the weeping and gnashing of teeth (compare Matthew 24:51).

These three parables in Matthew 13:24-33 are also in the form of a small chiasmus. Thus:

a Jesus expounds a parable affecting all the sons of the Kingly Rule - the good seed (Matthew 13:24-30).

b Jesus expounds a parable revealing how all that is to happen will grow out of small beginning until it is surprisingly large (Matthew 13:31-32).

a Jesus expounds a parable affecting all the sons of the Kingly Rule - the meal that is leavened (Matthew 13:33).

Verse 26-27
‘But when the blade sprang up and brought forth fruit, then appeared the tares (darnel) also. And the servants of the householder came and said to him, “Sir, did you not sow good seed in your field? From where then has it tares (darnel)?” ’

For quite some time wheat and darnel grew together with no differentiation made between them, but when the wheat began to come into ear the difference became clear, so that the servants working in the field inevitably noticed it. This puzzled them. These were no ordinary weeds. So where had they come from? Who had sown them? They reported it back to the householder.

Note how this time little attention is paid to the period of growth. This is in direct contrast with the parable of the sower. Thus it serves to emphasise how important the period of growth was in that parable.

Verse 28
‘And he said to them, “An enemy has done this.” And the servants say to him, “Do you wish us then to go and gather them up?” ’

The householder immediately knew what the answer must be. This had been done by an enemy. So the servants suggested that they go and root out the darnel.

Verse 29
‘But he says, “No, lest it happen that while you gather up the tares (darnel), you root up the wheat with them. Let both grow together until the harvest, and in the time of the harvest I will say to the reapers, ‘Gather up first the tares (darnel), and bind them in bundles to burn them, but gather the wheat into my barn’.” ’

The householder said ‘no’ because he was concerned lest in attempting to root out the darnel they root out some of the good wheat as well, for their roots would have become intertwined. So he commands that both be allowed to grow together until the Harvest. At that point he will tell the reapers to first gather in the darnel and bind them into bundles so that they can be used to stoke fires, and then gather the wheat, which can be gathered into the barn (the scene is very similar to that in Matthew 3:11). The interpretation will follow shortly.

We are often told that ‘the experts say’ that the darnel would be uprooted as soon as it was found. But even if it is so, (and authorities tend to disagree on this as on all such matters), it does not affect the story, for that was intended to bring out a point which could only be brought out by telling it in the way that Jesus told it. He was not giving gardening lessons. He was talking about the interaction and complexity of human beings. Nor was Jesus saying, ‘do not root out false prophets’. What He was saying was, ‘do not pass judgments on the genuineness of the conversions of ordinary individuals. Eventually they will be know by their fruits’.

Verse 31-32
‘He set another parable before them, saying, “The kingly rule of heaven is like to a situation where a man took a grain of mustard seed, and sowed it in his field, which indeed is less than all seeds, but when it is grown, it is greater than the herbs, and becomes a tree, so that the birds of the heaven come and lodge in its branches.” ’

The emphasis in this parable is on organic growth from small beginnings. Whether in Jesus’ mind the ‘grain of mustard seed’ is the kingly Rule itself, or the small band of disciples, does not really matter. The point is that what starts out as something very small will become something very substantial. A grain of mustard seed was very small, the smallest known in Palestine. (‘Less than all the seeds’ has in mind the seeds with which a Palestinian farmer would be familiar. To the Rabbis the mustard seed was proverbial for its smallness. Or it may indicate that the farmer selected the smallest of all the mustard seeds for planting). This emphasises the tiny beginnings of the Kingly Rule of Heaven (‘fear not, little flock, it is your Father’s good pleasure to give you the Kingly Rule’ - Luke 12:32). The field is clearly the world, in which the Kingly Rule of Heaven is planted. And the Kingly Rule then grows into a ‘tree’ (very large bush). The mustard was in fact the only herb that grew to such a great size in contrast with the size of the seed. Mustard trees/bushes can often grow to over two metres (seven feet) tall, and even more. But as this demonstrates, had Jesus had intended simply to indicate hugeness He would actually have chosen a tree. The emphasis here is clearly rather on the growth from small beginnings.

The fact that the birds of heaven came and lodged in its branches accentuates its size, but they may well also be intended to indicate the nations of the world because that is precisely what they indicated in an Old Testament parable (Ezekiel 31:6; see also Ezekiel 17:22-24; Ezekiel 31:3-14; Daniel 4:7-23). Thus the Kingly Rule of Heaven will grow from tiny beginnings to something so surprisingly substantial (even though it is a herb) that the nations of the world will be able to find shelter in it (Matthew 12:18; Matthew 12:21). It is a phenomenon.

Verses 31-33
The Twin Parables of the Mustard Seed and the Leaven (13:31-33).
These two parables have very different emphases. The emphasis in the first case is on the size to which it grew from small beginnings, from a tiny seed to a great tree with birds in its branches, from a tiny band of disciples to a world wide presence including both Jew and Gentile (Matthew 8:11; Matthew 10:18; Matthew 12:18; Matthew 12:21). The emphasis in the second case is on the leavening process whereby a little leaven permeates a whole batch of flour, indicating the invisible power that will be at work through the tiny band of disciples bringing about the final product in a larger ‘congregation of Israel’, the new people of God. In this case the batch of flour indicates the potential Kingly Rule of Heaven.

Analysis.
a He set another parable before them, saying, “The kingly rule of heaven is like to a situation where a man took a grain of mustard seed, and sowed it in his field (Matthew 13:31).

b Which indeed is less than all seeds, but when it is grown, it is greater than the herbs, and becomes a tree, so that the birds of the heaven come and lodge in its branches (Matthew 13:32).

a He spoke another parable to them; “The kingly rule of heaven is like a situation where a woman took leaven, and hid it in three measures of meal, until it was all leavened” (Matthew 13:33).

Note that in ‘a’ the grain of mustard seed is sown into the field, and in the parallel the leaven is hid in three measures of meal. Centrally in ‘b’ the tiny mustard seed grows into a large ‘tree’ in which the birds can come and lodge in its branches.

Verse 33
‘He spoke another parable to them; “The kingly rule of heaven is like a situation where a woman took leaven, and hid it in three measures of meal, until it was all leavened.” ’

In this parable the hidden but powerful process is in mind by which the Kingly Rule of Heaven will be established. Leaven was a piece of old dough which had fermented. Once this was put in new dough it affected the whole, making it more suitable for baking. Leaven can be used as a picture of corruption, and therefore of evil, but it is not always so. In the thanksgiving offering in Leviticus 7:13 cakes of leavened bread were offered along with the peace offerings, and at the Feast of Sevens (Weeks), which became Pentecost, two wave loaves of leavened bread were offered (Leviticus 23:17). Thus leaven was associated there with thanksgiving and gratitude for all God’s good provision. We may conclude that leaven itself was thus here seen to be a good and useful contribution to the welfare and wellbeing of man, and thus could be used to picture the powerful influence of the Kingly Rule of Heaven spreading throughout the nations through the activity of the Holy Spirit (Matthew 3:11; Matthew 12:18; Matthew 12:28).

Three measures of meal indicates a large amount of meal sufficient for over one hundred people. So there is again the repetition of the idea of large results from small beginnings, although now the idea of size is secondary. What is primary is the hidden power at work, the power of the Holy Spirit (Matthew 3:11; John 3:7). The fact that it was ‘hidden’ emphasises the unseen and unexpected (by the world) working that produced the result.

Some consider that because leaven is regularly used in order to depict evil (1 Corinthians 5:6-8), the picture here must be of the spreading of evil and heresy throughout the Kingly Rule. But that would be to make the parable only depict what is negative, and if it did so it would be the only parable in the chapter that did so. In all other cases the parables end in a picture of the triumph of the good. Furthermore in Luke 13:18-21 it is found only with the parable of the mustard seed and not in a series. It was therefore clearly intended to be interpreted on its own.

In fact the principle behind the usage in 1 Corinthians 5:6-8 is that ‘a little leaven leavens the whole lump’ (compare Galatians 5:9). Thus it is what the leaven indicates that determines whether its influence is good or bad. On the whole fermentation was seen as good effect, not a bad one (we must not read modern science into it). In Matthew 13:6; Matthew 13:11 the leaven represents teaching, with its consequent influence. It is only because it is the teaching of the Scribes and Pharisees that it is there to be seen as bad. The idea of leavening itself was neutral.

The fact that the leaven was ‘hidden’ in the meal stresses the quiet way in which the work would go forward. It would not be with a great outward display but with the quiet moving forwards of God’s purposes through the Holy Spirit. It would not so much be with the earthquake, as with the still small voice (1 Kings 19:12). ‘The Kingly Rule does not come with outward observation, nor will the say “lo, here” or “lo, there” for behold the Kingly Rule of God is within you (or among you)’ (Luke 17:20-21). The meal represents the potential Kingly Rule of Heaven, the fulfilment of God’s purpose for His own.

Verse 34
‘All these things spoke Jesus in parables to the crowds, and without a parable he spoke nothing to them.’

So Jesus continued to preach to the crowds in parables. They were parables that clearly presented the truth to those who saw, and yet kept it shielded from those who did not see because their hearts were otherwise directed. Each saw what his heart was attuned to seeing. This need not mean that He only used parables, but simply that parables were an important part of His teaching.

Verse 34-35
Why Jesus Speaks In Parables (13:34-35).
Here we learn of a second reason why Jesus speaks in parables. It is a way of unfolding indescribable spiritual secrets in such a way that those not ready to receive them are not aware of them, while those whose hearts are opened are enlightened.

Analysis.
a All these things spoke Jesus in parables to the crowds (Matthew 13:34 a).

b And without a parable He spoke nothing to them (Matthew 13:34 b).

c That it might be fulfilled which was spoken through the prophet (Matthew 13:35 a).

b Saying, “I will open My mouth in parables (Matthew 13:35 b).

a I will utter things hidden from the foundation of the world” (Matthew 13:35 c).

Note that in ‘a’ Jesus spoke in parables, and in the parallel He uttered things hidden. In ‘b’ He did not speak without a parable, and in the parallel He opened His mouth in parables. Central in ‘c’ is the fulfilment of what the prophet said.

Verses 34-52
Jesus Speaks To His Disciples In Parables So That Their Eyes May Be Opened (13:34-52).
This next part-section is also in the form of a chiasmus.

Analysis.
a Jesus speaks in parables not only for the sake of the crowds, but also for the sake of His disciples, so that their eyes may be opened to the lessons of the past (Matthew 13:34-35).

b The explanation of the parable of the wheat and the darnel which leads up to the end of the age and the destiny of the unrighteous and the righteous (Matthew 13:36-43).

c The parable of the hidden treasure which costs everything (Matthew 13:44).

c The parable of the pearl which costs everything (Matthew 13:45-46).

b The parable of the dragnet which leads up to the end of the age and the destiny of the righteous, and especially the unrighteous (Matthew 13:47-50)

a The bringing out by the Scribe of the Kingly Rule of Heaven of things new and old (Matthew 13:51-52).

It will be noted that in ‘a’ the disciples are to learn both the new (the meaning of parables) and the old (the Scriptures which reveal things from of old), while in the parable the Teacher of the Kingly Rule of Heaven will bring forth things new and old. In ‘b’ and parallel we have two parables which have the same lesson concerning judgment on unbelievers, although their final emphasis is different. In ‘c’ and parallel we have two parables which evaluate the worth of the Kingly Rule of Heaven, the one as a result of a poor man’s ‘lucky’ find, and the other as a result of the rich man’s careful search.

Verse 35
‘That it might be fulfilled which was spoken through the prophet, saying, “I will open my mouth in parables, I will utter things hidden from of old (or ‘the foundation of the world’).”

But to those whose hearts were opened the parables revealed wonderful truth. They revealed the things that had been hidden from of old, and made clear how they would come about thus fulfilling what the Psalmist had said.

Matthew now quotes Psalms 78:2 as ‘through the prophet’. The Psalms were also seen as prophesying along with the rest of Scripture. Here a more positive slant is given to parables. Their purpose is in order to reveal what is hidden, even from of old (or from the foundation of the world), that God is active in the world, and rules over all, that He continually delivered His people as at the Exodus, and that He will finally deliver His people and establish His Rule through the son of David (Psalms 78:69-70). The reference in the Psalm to the Exodus ties in with Matthew 2:15, and that He will save through the son of David with Matthew 1:1-17. Note that the purpose in the Psalm is enlightenment. ‘We will not hide them from their children, telling to the generation to come the praises of the Lord’ (Psalms 78:4). Thus the ‘parables’ in the Psalm indicated the revealing of the significance of saving history and of its final fulfilment in the Son of David to those who would receive it. And that is what Jesus is doing here. He is through parables revealing the triumph of Himself as the Son of David with authority over the Kingly Rule of Heaven, something which had only gradually been revealed. Note that from this point on Jesus is speaking to ‘the disciples’, talking to God’s sons. What ‘blinds’ the unbeliever, illuminates the disciple.

Verse 36
‘Then he left the crowds, and went into the house, and his disciples came to him, saying, “Explain to us the parable of the tares (darnel) of the field.” ’

The session of preaching to the crowds being over Jesus retired into the house (compare Matthew 13:1), and His disciples then came to Him and asked Him the meaning of the parable of the darnel sowed among the wheat. We do not necessarily have to assume that this was immediately after He had finished preaching. They might well have given Him time to rest first. Nor were the disciples necessarily totally baffled. Perhaps they just wanted to make sure that they had got their interpretation right. But the fact that they had to ask does demonstrate that while they had ‘understanding’ it was not full understanding.

‘Explain to us the parable.’ The difference between them and the crowds was mainly that they wanted to be sure that they had it right, and therefore asked.

Verses 36-43
The Explanation of the Parable of the Wheat and Darnel (13:36-43).
The parables that have now been given have gradually built up a picture of the advance of the Kingly Rule of Heaven. Firstly the seed has been sown, having different effects depending on the hearers. Secondly the Enemy has sown pseudo-wheat so as to hinder the advance of the Kingly Rule, only for the Father finally to triumph. Thirdly the Kingly Rule will grow from the tiniest of seeds to a substantial bush in which birds nest in the branches. Fourthly the power of the leaven (the Holy Spirit) is working to permeate the whole.

But from this point on His words are spoken to the disciples for their understanding (Matthew 13:51), and He commences by explaining the parable of the wheat and the darnel. ‘Hearing they will hear’.

Analysis.
a Then He left the crowds, and went into the house, and His disciples came to Him, saying, “Explain to us the parable of the tares (darnel) of the field” (Matthew 13:36).

b And He answered and said, “He who sows the good seed is the Son of man, the field is the world, and the good seed, these are the sons of the kingly rule (37-38a).

c “And the tares (darnel) are the sons of the evil one” (Matthew 13:38 b).

d “And the enemy who sowed them is the devil, and the harvest is the end of the world

e “And the reapers are angels” (Matthew 13:39).

f “As therefore the tares (darnel) are gathered up and burned with fire, so will it be in the end of the age (world)” (Matthew 13:40).

e “The Son of man will send forth His angels (Matthew 13:41 a).

d “And they will gather out of His kingly rule all things that cause stumbling, and those who do iniquity” (Matthew 13:41 b).

c “And will cast them into the furnace of fire. There will be the weeping and the gnashing of teeth” (Matthew 13:42).

b “Then will the righteous shine forth as the sun in the kingly rule of their Father (Matthew 13:43 a).

a “He who has ears, let him hear” (Matthew 13:43 b).

Note than in ‘a’ Jesus explains the parable and in the parallel all are to hear. In ‘b’ the good seed, sown by the Son of Man, are the sons of the Kingly Rule, and in the parallel they are to shine forth under their Father’s Kingly Rule. In ‘c’ the darnel is the seed of the Devil, and in the parallel it is cast into the furnace of fire. In ‘d’ the enemy sowed them and in the parallel they will be gathered out of the Kingly Rule. In ‘e’ the reapers are the angels, and in the parallel the angels are sent forth by the Son of Man. Centrally comes the end of the age when the darnel is gathered up and burned.

Verse 37
‘And he answered and said, “He who sows the good seed is the Son of man.” ’

Jesus first lesson is that the one who sows the good seed is the Son of Man. This is a designation that He has clearly applied to Himself (Matthew 8:20; Matthew 9:6; Matthew 10:23, Matthew 11:19; Matthew 12:8; Matthew 12:32; Matthew 12:40). It depicts Him as having special authority on earth to forgive sins (Matthew 9:6) and as Lord of the Sabbath (Matthew 12:8), and yet as walking in lowliness and humility (Matthew 8:20; Matthew 11:19). And now it is being connected directly with the Son of Man in Daniel 7:13-14 (Matthew 13:41). Thus the good seed (good in contrast to the pseudo-seed) is those who have responded to the proclamation of the Good News of the Kingly Rule of Heaven (Matthew 4:23) as present among men, and as represented in Him. As in Daniel 7:13, the Son of Man is the representative of His people.

Verse 38
“And the field is the world, and the good seed, these are the sons of the Kingly Rule, and the tares (darnel) are the sons of the evil one.”

The field represents the whole of mankind (not just the Jews or the church, there is no parochialism here), and the good seed are ‘the sons of the Kingly Rule’, in this case (contrast Matthew 8:12) those who are responsive to God’s Kingly Rule. The pseudo seed are the sons of the evil one (which includes many who thought themselves sons of the Kingly Rule - Matthew 7:22; Matthew 8:12). Thus the Kingly Rule of Heaven does not at any stage include the pseudo seed. It includes only the true ‘sons of the Kingly Rule’ (compare Matthew 5:9; Matthew 5:45; Matthew 5:48) who look forward to the final eternal Kingly Rule of their Father (Matthew 13:43).

The world is here seen as divided into two. On the one hand are those who are sons of the Kingly Rule, who submit to the king and walk in His ways, continually obeying His commands (Matthew 7:21; Matthew 7:24-25). On the other hand are the remainder of mankind (Matthew 13:41), whatever their profession, who are, (unknown in most cases to them), sons of the evil one, that is, they walk according to his instructions, deceived and in darkness, alienated from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them through the hardness of their hearts (Ephesians 4:18).

This theme of division into two, those who can see God truly as their Father and those who cannot, was emphasised in Matthew 7:13-13; Matthew 7:24-27; and continues on until Matthew 25:46. It includes all men and is a constant theme of Jesus. Men must either come under the Kingly Rule of Heaven, or, whether Jew or Gentile, they will be lost. There is no other alternative.

Contrary to attempts to suggest the opposite there is no hint here of ‘the church’ or of pseudo-Christians. It is speaking of the whole of humanity. The lines are clearly drawn. The whole of humanity is represented by the good seed and the darnel. On the one side are those who are truly human (they are like ‘a son of man’ because they do the Father’s will - Daniel 7:4 with Matthew 4:25 b; Matthew 7:13 with 21), on the other are the darnel (those who outwardly appear to be men but inwardly are like wild beasts - Daniel 4:16; Daniel 4:25 a; Matthew 7:3). And the God of Heaven is setting up a Kingly Rule which will never be destroyed (Daniel 2:44). That the picture in Daniel is in Jesus’ mind here comes out in the dual references to the Son of Man and in the sequel where the casting into the furnace of fire clearly reflects Daniel 3:6.

Verse 39
“And the enemy who sowed them is the Devil, and the harvest is the end of the world (age), and the reapers are angels.”

Like all parables not all the details can be applied. It was not of course the Devil who actually introduced men into the world. What he did from the beginning was seduce those whom God had created, turning them from being under God’s Kingly Rule. He ‘sowed’ false men. He tried to do it in Eden (Genesis 3), then prior to the Flood (Genesis 6:1-4), and has been doing it ever since. But the sad thing is that they are therefore now his workmanship, and fashioned after his image (John 8:41; John 8:44; 2 Corinthians 4:3-4; Ephesians 2:2-3; Ephesians 4:17-19; 1 John 3:8; 1 John 3:10; 1 John 5:19), and they walk in darkness not knowing where they are going (John 12:35).

But the warning comes that there will be a Harvest. This will come at the end of all things as we know them, the end of the world (or the age). Note the emphasis on Harvest (compare Matthew 3:11). For ‘the righteous’ that in itself is a time for rejoicing. The rest that goes with it is the unfortunate consequence of the effects of sin and Satan. In the Old Testament the idea of harvest symbolised judgment (compare. Jeremiah 51:33; Hosea 6:11; Joel 3:13). But here in the New, as in Matthew 3:11, the emphasis is on the blessing for those who are His, even though judgment often accompanies it.

‘The end (sunteleia) of the age.’ Compare Matthew 13:40; Matthew 13:49; Matthew 24:3; Matthew 28:20; Hebrews 9:26. The word sunteleia originally meant a contribution, then a joint action and finally came to mean ‘consummation’. Thus here it is the consummation of the age. (Note its use in Hebrews demonstrating that the phrase is not uniquely a Matthaean translation of Jesus’ words. But even so a unique way of translating something would not necessarily indicate that the translator had actually composed the ideas contained in the translation himself). The idea here is of the period of the summing up of all things (Ephesians 1:10).

Verse 40-41
“As therefore the tares (darnel) are gathered up and burned with fire, so will it be in the end of the world (age). The Son of man will send forth his angels, and they will gather out of his kingly rule all things that cause stumbling, and those who do iniquity,”

Thus just as at the harvest the false wheat, the darnel, had to be gathered up and burned with fire because it was useless except for fuel, so in the same way at the end of the age the Son of Man will act to purify the sphere of His Kingly Rule. His Kingly Rule will have been established worldwide (Daniel 7:13-14), and the sphere of His Kingly Rule must now be purified. So the One Who originally sowed the seed and began the process, will send His angels to gather out from the sphere of His Kingly Rule all that causes stumbling and offence to others, and all who do iniquity. Note the assumed fact of the present and continuing Kingly Rule of the Son of Man (‘out of His kingly rule’). But we are not to see the idea here as that of a chronological ‘order of events’, as though we can say ‘this happens first, and then that’. It is rather laying the emphasis on the restoration of Paradise to what its should be. It is confirming that there will be a removal of all that is evil leaving only the good. Paradise (Isaiah 11:1-9) will be restored.

‘They will gather out of His Kingly Rule.’ The Kingly Rule is the Lord’s and He is ruler over the nations’ (Psalms 22:28). For ‘the Lord has established His throne in the heavens, and His Kingly Rule reigns over all’ (Psalms 103:19). ‘And to Him (the Son of Man) was given dominion and glory and a kingly rule, that all the peoples and nations and languages should serve Him’ (Daniel 7:14). Thus the Kingly Rule is universal, and the world is here in mind. Compare also the quotation in Matthew 13:14-15 which in its context in Isaiah had in mind the revelation of the Kingship of the LORD, again in a context of heavenly beings (Isaiah 6:1-6).

The use of angels in this task and at the consummation of all things is one that is continually mentioned. See Matthew 13:49; Matthew 16:27; Matthew 24:31; Matthew 25:31; Mark 13:27; and note their mention in connection with the Kingly Rule in Psalms 103:20.

For ‘all things that cause stumbling, and those who do iniquity (lawlessness)” compare Zephaniah 1:3, ‘the stumblingblocks with the wicked’. Both what causes sin, together with sinners themselves, will be removed from interfering with God’s people in the new Paradise. All that is unsavoury will be excluded (Revelation 21:27).

Verse 42
“And will cast them into the furnace of fire. There will be the weeping and gnashing of teeth.”

And all who have been in rebellion against God, and against the Son of Man, will be tossed into the furnace of fire to be burned up (compare Daniel 3:6 which this strongly echoes). The idea of the wicked ending up in fire is a constant one in Scripture, but it must not be applied literally (any more than must the pearly gates and pure gold of the new Jerusalem). It is rather a vivid picture depicting the awful end of the unbeliever in earthly terms. (Not that its non-literalness will make it any easier to bear, for it rather symbolises the awfulness of the antipathy of God (the wrath of God) against sin).

It probably arose initially from what men did with cities once they had captured them (Isaiah 1:7 and often). It continued with the idea of the burning rubbish dump outside Jerusalem on which ‘transgressors’ would be cast (Isaiah 66:24), and the fact that fire was regularly the way of getting rid of what was useless (John 15:6) or offensive, and of punishing rebellious people, either as individuals (Daniel 3:6) or by burning their lands or their cities (Matthew 22:7). And it gradually developed into the idea of Gehenna, the place of the destruction of the wicked. It is symbolised in Revelation as a Lake of Fire (Revelation 20:14-15), where it is, however, the recipient of both spiritual beings (Satan), and political and religious systems (the wild beast and the false prophet), as well as of death and of the grave (Hades). It is the place where God disposes of all that spoils creation, the final Incinerator from which none who are not His can escape.

The weeping and gnashing of teeth is a regular picture of anguish and despair as men recognise what they have lost and forfeited (see also Matthew 13:50 ‘furnace of fire’; and compare Matthew 8:12, where their end is depicted as ‘outer darkness’, that is, being excluded from the lights of the feast; Matthew 22:13 similarly ‘outer darkness’; Matthew 24:51 ‘a portion with the hypocrites’; Matthew 25:30 ‘outer darkness’). The emphasis in this phrase is on the value of what has been lost causing misery and despair.

Verse 43
“He who has ears, let him hear.” Compare Matthew 13:9. Once again men are called on to ensure that if they have hearing ears, they should hear. Those who have such hearing ears are those who have been blessed by God (Matthew 13:16).

Verse 44
“The kingly rule of heaven is like to a treasure hidden in the field, which a man found, and hid, and in his joy he goes and sells all that he has, and buys that field.”

Here the Kingly Rule of Heaven is likened to a treasure that a man stumbles across as he is working in a field. In the days when there were no safety deposits it was common practise to bury valuables in order to keep them safe (compare Matthew 25:25). And the burier might then often die, with the result that the treasure was never reclaimed. No doubt this man was working the field for someone else, thus he was a relatively poor man, but once he had set eyes on the treasure he found in the field he wanted it more than anything else in the world. So he hid it again and sold everything that he possessed in order to buy ‘the field’ (a strip of land), in order that the treasure might be truly his. That is the main point of the parable. The determination, once he has discovered the Kingly Rule of Heaven, to possess it for himself. The world saw him as obtaining a small strip of land. He knew that he was obtaining a treasure.

There are differing views about precisely what the law was on the discovery of buried treasure at this time. Roman law has been cited which indicated that if a man owned a field and discovered treasure it was his. This would explain why the man was so keen to buy the field before he ‘found’ the treasure. Rabbinic law suggests that anything portable that was found belonged to the finder, although an alternative view is that if found by a worker who ‘lifted it up’ (thus doing it in his employer’s time) it belonged to the owner of the field. Again by hiding the treasure and buying the field before he lifted it he removed the problem. But his fear might simply have been that the owner would claim that the treasure was his because he, the owner, had buried it there. (Whereas if he was prepared to sell the field it would prove that he did not know that the treasure was there). Whichever may be the case the idea here is not of dishonesty but of the finder’s determination that the treasure would be his at whatever cost. To him its value was seen to be such that any price was worth paying.

He was thus like many people who are not seeking the Kingly Rule of Heaven but stumble on it and then discover that suddenly, without warning, it forces itself on their attention. And once this has happened, they desire nothing else. ‘The Kingly Rule of Heaven comes to them forcefully’ (Matthew 11:12). The world would have called him ‘lucky’ until they discovered what the treasure actually was. Then their view might depend on how much they appreciated its value. This man could be very much compared with the ‘public servants and sinners’ who had been heedlessly going through life until they had ‘found’ the words of Jesus.

The fact that its discovery was by accident does not make the lesson of the parable any the less powerful, for the idea behind the ‘hiding’ was to demonstrate that as a result of having found it he valued it so much that he would do anything in order to prevent himself losing it. It demonstrated a total and single-eyed determination, not a dishonesty of purpose. The man is ‘seeking first the Kingly Rule of God and His righteousness’ (Matthew 6:33), and is giving up everything that it might be his. His heart is totally captured by the Kingly Rule of Heaven. Again we note that the Kingly Rule of Heaven is something that he can experience and enjoy in the present. The Kingly Rule of Heaven is among them.

The rehiding of the treasure may be intended to parallel the hiding of the leaven. The treasure is not to be exposed to the spiritually vulgar. Pearls are not to be cast before swine (Matthew 7:6). It is to be treasured and passed on to those who will appreciate it.

However, it should be noted that Jesus is not here saying that it is possible to buy one’s way into the Kingly Rule of Heaven. He is simply bringing out its inestimable value. He is saying that the moment a person truly appreciates the Kingly Rule of God he will do anything, however costly, in order to participate in it. Of course it has not altered the method of entry. It still requires repentance and responsive faith. But that is seen as evidenced by his determination to be a part of it.

‘In his joy.’ Note the contrast with the later ‘weeping and gnashing of teeth’ (Matthew 13:50). The treasure he found gave him immediate joy, and it would be a joy that would last for ever. Not for him any future desolation.

‘Sells all that he has, and buys that field.” The present tenses indicate the excitement of the moment. In direct contrast with the merchant’s, which will be slow and considered, his reaction is instantaneous,. He does not hesitate for a moment, for he recognises its worth.

Note that he bought the field because he wanted the treasure. He did not buy the treasure. That was a free gift from God. But his desire to have that free gift meant that he was willing to sacrifice all that he had in order to receive it and enjoy it. He held nothing back.

Verses 44-46
Two Further Parables of the Kingly Rule of Heaven (13:44-46).
Each of the next three parables commences with ‘the Kingly Rule of Heaven is like unto --.’ The first two are basically parallel pictures, but in the first case the man, who would seem to be relatively poor, comes across the treasure by accident, in the second the merchant, who is wealthy, comes across his precious pearl after a continual search. Both, however, give all that they have in order to obtain the Kingly Rule of Heaven.

These two parables parallel the parables of the mustard seed and the leaven. Just as the leaven was hidden in the meal, so the treasure is hidden in the field. And just as the seed became the largest herb of all, so the merchant finds the largest, most expensive pearl of all. Thus it is emphasised that the Kingly Rule of Heaven must be valued above everything else, and is indeed the biggest thing in life.

Analysis.
a “The kingly rule of heaven is like to a treasure hidden in the field, which a man found, and hid, and in his joy he goes and sells all that he has, and buys that field” (Matthew 13:44).

a “Again, the kingly rule of heaven is like to a man who is a merchant seeking goodly pearls, and having found one pearl of great price, he went and sold all that he had, and bought it” (Matthew 13:45-46).

Verse 45
“Again, the kingly rule of heaven is like to a man who is a merchant seeking goodly pearls, and having found one pearl of great price, he went and sold all that he had, and bought it.”

In contrast the wealthier merchant does not come across his treasure by accident. He has been looking diligently for pearls. But then he finds a pearl that exceeds all his expectations, and he is so gripped by its quality that he too sells all that he has in order to obtain it. He is like the person whose lifelong search for truth is finally rewarded by coming across the Kingly Rule of Heaven and instantly recognising that it is what he has been looking for. He recognises it for what it is and gives up everything else that it might be his. His heart too is totally given over to the Kingly Rule of Heaven, and to his present enjoyment of it. For him nothing else now matters. He is like the godly in Israel who have been waiting in hope for the Kingly Rule of Heaven.

The point is not that he pays a fair price for the pearl, but that he sees it as so valuable that any sacrifice in order to obtain it is worthwhile. As far as he is concerned it is priceless, and in comparison with it everything else has lost its value. Like the disciples he ‘leaves all and follows Him’. Or in terms of the rich young man later, he sells all that he has, gives it to the poor and follows Him. His heart has been fully possessed.

It is possibly significant that the pearl is indivisible and beyond price. He had to have all or nothing, and he had to give all that he had for it. The Kingly Rule of Heaven brooks no rivals. He could not obtain just part of it, and have a share in it, and meanwhile cling on to the past. The requirement was total. But that pearl had come to mean everything to him and he wanted it above everything else. To be a part of the Kingly Rule of Heaven had become his life. He could then say along with the poor woman in her attic, ‘I have Christ, what want I more?’

So whether a person is poor or wealthy, whether he is an agriculturalist or a business man, whether he comes across it by accident or has been searching for it for all his life, whether he is an outcast or deeply religious, when he finds the Kingly Rule of Heaven it must supersede everything else in his thinking. If he wants to be a part of it he must, and does, devote everything that he has to it.

Verse 47-48
“Again, the kingly rule of heaven is like to a net, that was cast into the sea, and gathered of every kind, which, when it was filled, they drew up on the beach; and they sat down, and gathered the good into vessels, but the bad they cast away.”

The dragnet would be flung from a boat and be dragged along by the boat, or by two boats working together, being designed to form a cone so that it could then enclose any fish caught within it. It would gather many types of fish without discrimination. In this case it was manoeuvred by angels, and when it was filled it was brought ashore, and then the fish within it were divided up between what was useful and edible, and what was rubbish, or ritually forbidden. The edible fish were put into vessels for carrying away to the market. They were the harvest. The ‘bad’ fish were seemingly thrown onto fires on the beach, or possibly were simply tossed back into the sea. Thus it is a picture of the final judgment.

Verses 47-49
The Parable of the Dragnet (13:47-49).
This parable parallels that of the good and the bad seed, the wheat and the darnel (Matthew 13:24-30). But whereas in the explanation of the first parable there is a period of activity followed by a final emphasis on the glory that awaits those who are in the Kingly Rule of Heaven (Matthew 13:43), the emphasis in this parable is on the final acts of angels in judgment and on the fire that awaits those who are not in the Kingly Rule of Heaven (Matthew 13:50), and will therefore face that judgment. Both include the awful fact of judgment described in similar ways (Matthew 13:42; Matthew 13:50), and both include the idea of the vindication and blessing of the righteous (Matthew 13:43; Matthew 13:48), but the emphases are in different places. There the emphasis was on the blessing of the righteous, here, though the righteous are gathered into vessels, the emphasis is on the punishment of the evil. In a similar way the blessings on the righteous are the more contained in the first part of Matthew (Matthew 5:3-9) and the woes on the unrighteous come in the second part of Matthew (Matthew 13:23).

a “Again, the kingly rule of heaven is like to a net, that was cast into the sea, and gathered of every kind” (Matthew 13:47).

b “Which, when it was filled, they drew up on the beach, and they sat down, and gathered the good into vessels, but the bad they cast away” (Matthew 13:48).

b “So will it be in the end of the world (age), the angels will come forth, and sever the evil from among the righteous” (Matthew 13:49 a).

a “And will cast them into the furnace of fire. There will be the weeping and the gnashing of teeth” (Matthew 13:49 b).

Note that in ‘a’ the net is cast into the sea, and in the parallel the evil are cast into the fire. In ‘b’ the fish are divided up, and in the parallel the wicked are severed from among the righteous.

Verse 49
“So will it be in the end of the world (age), the angels will come forth, and sever the wicked from among the righteous, and will cast them into the furnace of fire. There will be the weeping and the gnashing of teeth.”

The central point behind this parable is the fate of the ‘bad’ fish (compare Ecclesiastes 9:12). They illustrate the fact that the angels will come forth at the end of the age (for the phrase compare Matthew 13:40) and will separate the ‘evil’ (poneros) from among the righteous. What is ‘evil’ is easily defined. It is whatever is not under the Kingly Rule of Heaven. The whole world outside of Christ lies in the arms of the Evil One (1 John 5:19). And they will be cast into the destructive fire, and will weep and gnash their teeth as they recognise all that they have lost by not receiving and coming under the Kingly Rule of Heaven (compare Matthew 8:12). For ‘the furnace of fire’ compare on Matthew 13:42 above.

Verse 51
“Have you understood all these things?” They say to him, “Yes.”

Jesus’ first concern is that His disciples have understood what He has been talking about. And when their reply is ‘yes’ He points out what will now be their future responsibility. But He knows full well that their understanding is still primitive. It will take His death and resurrection to transform their thinking, and even then they will have much to learn.

Verses 51-53
The Final Challenge (13:51-53).
This final challenge by Jesus is often overlooked. Like the initial parable it is not directly ‘likened to the Kingly Rule of Heaven’. Nevertheless it is very pertinent to it, for it demonstrates what the responsibility is of those who have come under the Kingly Rule of Heaven.

Analysis.
a “Have you understood all these things?” They say to Him, “Yes” (Matthew 13:51).

b And He said to them, “Therefore every scribe who has been made a disciple to the kingly rule of heaven is like to a man who is a householder, who brings forth out of his treasure things new and old” (Matthew 13:52).

a And it came about that when Jesus had finished these parables, He departed from that place’ (Matthew 13:53).

Note that in ‘a’ Jesus is summing up the situation, and in the parallel He then moves on, while centrally in ‘b’ He sums up the position of all who have become disciples.

Verse 52
‘And he said to them, “Therefore every scribe who has been made a disciple to the kingly rule of heaven is like to a man who is a householder, who brings forth out of his treasure things new and old.” ’

The word ‘scribe’ here is used in a general way and simply indicates a teacher. In this case the teacher has been made a disciple to the Kingly Rule of Heaven. This is the first mention of a type of appointment that will grow in importance as we go through the remainder of the Gospel. In Matthew 16:18 Peter is specifically appointed to this position. In Matthew 18:18-20 all the disciples are involved. And in Matthew 28:20 their future activity in this regard is clearly outlined.

Once a man has become a teacher in the Kingly Rule of Heaven he is like a man who has a treasure in his house (compare Matthew 13:44. The treasure has now been moved to his house). His house is now a treasure house. He can say, ‘I have rejoiced in the way of your testimonies as much as in all riches’ (Psalms 119:14). ‘The Law of your mouth is better to me than thousands of gold and silver’ (Psalms 119:72). And from that treasure he distributes both new and old, just as Jesus did in Matthew 5, for the new is built on the old. Not all the old has been cast away, for there was much that was good in it. Much of it was indeed from God. But it must be supplemented and expanded by the new. The Old Testament prophecies (Psalms 78), the things revealed from of old, must now be seen in the new light of the Kingly Rule of Heaven as revealed by Jesus (Matthew 5:17). Note that in the chiasmus of the passage these verses are paralleled by Matthew 13:34-35.

Verse 53
Jesus Is Confirmed As The Son of God, Begins To Establish His New Congregation, Reaches Out To Gentiles, Is Acknowledged As Messiah By His Disciples, and Reveals His Inherent Glory (13:53-17:27).
The advance of the Kingly Rule of Heaven leading up to the final consummation having been made clear by His parables Jesus is now confirmed as the Son of God (Matthew 14:33; Matthew 16:16; Matthew 18:26) and begins to establish a new open community (Matthew 14:13-21; Matthew 15:32-39; Matthew 16:18; compare Matthew 12:25; Matthew 12:50; Matthew 5-7; Matthew 9:15-17). This idea of commencing a new open community was not in itself a novelty among the Jews. The Pharisees had formed their own open community, the Essenes had formed an open community, Qumran had formed a closed community, the disciples of John the Baptist had formed their own open community. The difference was that all of those communities were preparatory, each in its own way awaiting the coming of God’s future Kingly Rule. But as we have seen, Jesus was now establishing God’s Kingly Rule among men (Matthew 6:10; Matthew 6:33; Matthew 11:12; Matthew 13:38; Matthew 13:41). Those who came to Him therefore entered under God’s Kingly Rule.

And as He does so a new vision opens before Him, and His outreach goes out to the Gentiles as well as the Jews (Matthew 15:21-28; Matthew 15:31; Matthew 16:13). His acceptance of this comes out in His feeding of both Jews and Gentiles with the bread of heaven (Matthew 15:32-39). It is thus on mixed Jewish and Gentile territory that He is revealed to be the Messiah (Matthew 16:13-20). The section closes with a clear demonstration of His Sonship and authority over the Temple (Matthew 17:24-27).

But all this is built on the fact of rejection by His own home town (Matthew 13:53-58) and by the civil authorities, the ‘powers that be’, in Galilee (Matthew 14:1-13), followed by the continuing hostility of the most religious and respected men of the day, in combination with the teachers from Jerusalem (Matthew 15:1-14; Matthew 16:1-4). Those who ‘hear’ do not hear, those who ‘see’ do not see, and their hearts are hardened. But those who follow Him will both hear and see (Matthew 16:17; compare Matthew 11:25; Matthew 13:7), even though their faith is small (Matthew 14:31 (compare Matthew 6:30); Matthew 17:20). We can thus understand why He found it necessary to move north. The way was not to be easy.

One theme of this section is feeding. The food of the godless authorities is the head of John the Baptist on a platter (Matthew 14:11) while in contrast those who seek Him feed on the bread of Heaven (Matthew 14:13-21). The Gentiles who seek Him may ‘eat of the children’s food’ (Matthew 15:27-28). They too thus eat of the bread of Heaven (Matthew 15:32-39). The leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees is false teaching (Matthew 16:5-12). That is not to be partaken of.

Note how, following the ministry of chapter 10, mention had been made of the imprisonment of John (Matthew 11:2), followed by the approach of the Scribes and Pharisees to ‘attack’ Jesus (Matthew 12:1-14). Now those ideas are repeated and intensified. The imprisoned John is martyred (Matthew 14:1-12) and the aggressive Pharisees and Scribes are now ‘from Jerusalem’ (Matthew 15:1).

Analysis of the Section Matthew 13:53 to Matthew 17:27
a Jesus comes to His home country. A prophet is without honour in His own country (Matthew 13:53-57).

b He did not many mighty works in His home town because of their unbelief, but because of His mighty works Herod thinks that Jesus is John raised from the dead (Matthew 13:58 to Matthew 14:2).

c Herod arranges for the execution of John and does to him whatever he will (Matthew 14:3-12).

d Jesus reveals His glory, and that He has brought food from Heaven, by feeding five thousand at one time. Then He is alone in the Mountain (Matthew 14:13-21).

e Jesus walks on the water in a stiff and contrary wind and Peter is called on to walk the way of faith in the face of the tempest (Matthew 14:22-31).

f They proclaim Him as the Son of God (Matthew 14:32-36).

g The Scribes and Pharisees challenge Jesus about ritual washing (Matthew 15:1-9).

h Jesus shows that the Pharisees are rejected because they have not been planted by the Father and are blind guides (Matthew 15:10-20).

i The Canaanite woman may, as a Gentile ‘puppy’, eat of the children’s food (Matthew 15:21-28).

j The crowds throng to Jesus, and the dumb, the maimed, the lame, and the blind are healed and ‘they glorified the God of Israel’ (Matthew 15:29-31).

i The feeding of four thousand on Gentile territory. They eat of the children’s food (Matthew 15:32-39).

h The Pharisees and Sadducees seek a sign and are refused one, apart from that of Jonah, and are described as evil and adulterous for doing so (Matthew 16:1-4)

g The disciples are to beware of the teaching of the Pharisees and Sadducees (Matthew 16:5-12).

f Jesus is confessed as the Son of the living God (Matthew 16:13-20).

e The Son of Man must suffer, and His disciples are called on to walk the way of suffering (Matthew 16:21-28).

d Jesus’ glory is revealed to His three chosen disciples in the high mountain. Then they see no man but Jesus only (Matthew 17:1-8).

c Elijah has come but ‘they have done to him whatever they would’ and they realise that He means John the Baptist and is referring to what happened to him (Matthew 17:9-13).

b The disciples fail to heal the paralytic boy because of their unbelief, but faith will move mountains, thus although Jesus will be tried and executed He will be raised from the dead (Matthew 17:14-23).

a Jesus is not recognised in His own country as the Son and therefore pays the Tribute, but He does it from His Father’s treasury (Matthew 17:24-27).

Note that in ‘a’ Jesus is unrecognised for what He is because He is known too well as the son of the carpenter, and in the parallel He is unrecognised even though He is the Son of God. In ‘b’ Jesus is unable to heal in His own country because in their unbelief they do not bring their sick, although His mighty works connect Him with the resurrection, and in the parallel the disciples fail to heal because their faith is insufficient, and Jesus reveals His faith by assuring His disciples of His resurrection. In ‘c’ Herod does to John the Baptist whatever He wills, and in the parallel John the Baptist is declared by Jesus to be the coming Elijah, to whom men did what they willed. In ‘d’ Jesus displays His glory be feeding five thousand and more from five loaves and two fishes, and in the parallel He displays His glory on the Mount of Transfiguration. In ‘e’ Jesus walks on water in a stiff and contrary wind, and Peter stumbles, and in the parallel Jesus reveals He must walk the way of suffering, as must His disciples, and Peter again stumbles. In ‘f’ He is proclaimed to be the Son of God, and in the parallel He is proclaimed by Peter as the Son of the Living God. In ‘g’ the Scribes and Pharisees dispute about ritual washing, and in the parallel Jesus warns against the teaching of the Pharisees and Sadducees. In ‘h’ the Pharisees are declared not to have been planted by His Father, and to be blind guides, and in the parallel the Pharisees and Sadducees are refused the kind of sign that they want and are declared to be evil and spiritually adulterous. In ‘i’ the Canaanite woman is allowed to eat of the children’s food (that of Israel), and in the parallel the four thousand ‘eat of the children’s food’. Centrally in ‘j’ the crowds in Gentile areas throng to Jesus; the dumb, the maimed, the lame, and the blind are healed (His Messianic work is done among them) and ‘they glorify the God of Israel’.

Verse 53
‘And it came about that when Jesus had finished these parables, he departed from that place.’

Having ‘completed His teaching’ in parables Jesus departed from that place. This is Matthew’s regular method of finalising a batch of Jesus’ teaching (Matthew 5:28; Matthew 11:1; Matthew 19:1; Matthew 26:1), and he now moves on into more narrative, building up his picture of Jesus.

Verse 54
‘And coming into his own country he taught them in their synagogue, insomuch that they were astonished, and said, “From where has this man this wisdom, and these mighty works?”

Jesus arrives back in the place where He was brought up and teaches in their local synagogue where He had once learned so much, and to which He had often gone in order to study the Scriptures. Who better than they should have known how unique He was? But they had failed to pierce the veil and saw only the town carpenter. Thus when they heard Him teach they were astonished. News of His mighty works and preaching success had filtered through from Capernaum (Luke 4:23), but they did not really believe it. For where could such skill and such mighty works have come from? They just could not believe that God would so anoint a local boy with whom they were so familiar. He was simply getting above Himself and would no doubt bring disgrace on the town.

The synagogue was the centre of a town or village’s life, where weekly worship was conducted, male children were taught to read the Scriptures, justice could be sought, religious discipline would be exerted, sometimes by beatings, Scripture teaching would be given, and on the Sabbath any prominent visitor would be invited to speak. The reading and teaching of Scripture was a central part of its worship.

We are not actually told that this is in Nazareth, and that may be deliberate. Matthew does not want it to be seen as simply a local town rejection, but as one by His ‘home country’. But the description below points to Nazareth.

Verses 54-57
Jesus Is Rejected In His Own Country (13:54-57).
This passage connects back with Matthew 12:46-50 where Jesus’ relationship with His family came second to His relationship with those who did the will of His Father. And that is what this section is all about, that while being rejected by the Jews as a whole, He is building up a congregation who will be His new Israel, and will do the will of His Father. His ‘home country’ reject Him, and He is dismissed as ‘the son of the carpenter, but this will lead on to His feeding of those who follow Him with bread from Heaven (Matthew 14:19-23; Matthew 15:32-38), His emphasis on the establishment of a new community (Matthew 16:18), and the further emphasis on the fact that He is really the Son of God (Matthew 14:33; Matthew 16:16; Matthew 18:26).

In this passage the word used for ‘His own country’ is ambiguous. It could mean His own home town, or it could signify His native land. The ambiguity is probably deliberate. For His rejection ‘at home’ is to be seen as symbolic of His future rejection by the Jews as a whole, apart, that is, from those who become disciples. However at the end of this section He will return ‘home’ when He will make clear to Peter that He and His community have a special relationship with their Father (Matthew 17:24-27).

We have already noted the link with chapter 12. The previous narrative section closed in chapter 12 with Jesus declaring that those who were His true relatives were those who did the will of His Father (Matthew 12:50), in other words they were the ones who have received the Kingly Rule of Heaven (Matthew 7:21). This new narrative section commences with His rejection by His natural countrymen. They have rejected the Kingly Rule of Heaven. The divisions caused by the Kingly Rule of Heaven in chapter 13 are being made clear. On the one hand is the new ‘congregation of Israel’ formed of believers, on the other is unbelieving Israel, who are no longer Israel. They are ‘cut off’ from the new Israel (John 15:6; Romans 11:17 onwards) in accordance with Old Testament principles (e.g. Genesis 17:14; Exodus 12:15; Exodus 12:19; Exodus 30:33; Exodus 31:14; etc.). They have become ‘not My people’ (Hosea 1:9).

Mark has this incident in Matthew 6:1-6. It is doubtful if it is the same as the one in Luke 4:16-30. This one was later when things had settled down there. Nevertheless that visit no doubt coloured this one. Tempers had improved and they may have been feeling a little ashamed of themselves, and were perhaps prepared to give Him a hearing, but they were not convinced of His validity. They were too familiar with Him. Matthew’s positioning of it, however, is in order to bring out the point mentioned above, that at the root of old Israel is unbelief. It was in order to demonstrate from how small a mustard seed the mustard bush would grow (Matthew 13:31-32). Even Jesus’ own home country is against Him. It may be intended to be significant that this is the last mention in Matthew of Jesus preaching in a synagogue. In this rejection by His ‘home country’ is symbolised His rejection by both Israel and its elite.

His home town here is probably Nazareth rather than Capernaum (Matthew 4:13). This is suggested by the familiarity of the people with his family and background which point to their having known Him for years.

Analysis.
a And coming into his own country he taught them in their synagogue, insomuch that they were astonished, and said, “From where has this man this wisdom, and these mighty works?” (Matthew 13:54).

b “Is not this the carpenter’s son? Is not his mother called Mary? And his brethren, James, and Joseph, and Simon, and Judas? And his sisters, are they not all with us?” (55-56a).

c From where then has this man all these things?” (Matthew 13:56 b).

b And they were offended in him (Matthew 13:57 a).

a But Jesus said to them, “A prophet is not without honour, except in his own country, and in his own house” (Matthew 13:57 b). .

Note that in ‘a’ they were astonished at His wisdom and mighty works (which they knew of by hearsay) and in the parallel He points out that a prophet has no honour in His own country. In ‘b’ they indicate their over familiarity with Him, and are clearly offended, and in the parallel they are offended at Him. Centrally in ‘c’ is the question that this whole section will answer, ‘from where has this man these things?’

Verse 55-56
a “Is not this the carpenter’s son? Is not his mother called Mary? And his brethren, James, and Joseph, and Simon, and Judas? And his sisters, are they not all with us?”

There was no doubt about the strength of the evidence against His claimed status. He was the son of the local carpenter, and therefore Himself a carpenter. They knew His mother and that she was called Mary, and that there was nothing special about her. They knew the names of each of His brothers, and had seen them playing in the streets, and generally getting up to mischief. They even knew His sisters, who now still lived among them, probably now married, although it was not worth mentioning their names, possibly because being married they were no longer seen as ‘close family’. Thus they knew His place in society. How then could He be special? And how could He possibly have a genuine religious understanding of any outstanding nature? He was simply an artisan. (There is absolutely no reason for doubting here that Mary was the mother of them all, Jesus, the brothers, and the sisters).

‘Is not this the carpenter’s son?’ Matthew is here contrasting unbelief with belief. Unbelievers see Him as ‘the son of the carpenter’, Pharisees see Him as in league with the Devil (Matthew 9:34; Matthew 12:24), some who are possessed or blind and seek healing see Him as ‘the son of David’ (Matthew 9:27; Matthew 12:23; Matthew 15:22; Matthew 20:30), but His believing disciples see Him as ‘the Son of God’ (Matthew 14:33; Matthew 16:16).

Verse 56
“From where then has this man all these things?”

So if what was said about Him was true, from where had He obtained all these things that people were speaking about? It just could not be true. Note how in the next incident with Herod, Herod also learns of rumours about Jesus and comments erroneously on them (Matthew 14:2). Thus there is a general misinterpretation of the evidence by all. Compare also the crowds and the Pharisees in Matthew 9:33-34; Matthew 12:23-24. There too there is a general air of misunderstanding, as we saw in Matthew 13:10-15. The only ones who really know the truth (and even they still somewhat dimly) are His wider group of disciples. If the truth about Him is to be known it must come from God (Matthew 13:16-17; Matthew 11:27).

Verse 57
‘And they were offended in him. But Jesus said to them, “A prophet is not without honour, except in his own country, and in his own house.”

And the result was that they ‘were offended in Him’. That is they were ‘caused to stumble’ by Him. They were put off by the very fact of His familiarity, which had bred contempt, and they were upset by His attitude. The point here is that they are not of the ‘blessed’ (Matthew 11:6). They were so short sighted that they could not see what was before their eyes. Here was a mirror image of what John says in the introduction to his Gospel, ‘He came to His own home, and His own people did not receive Him’ (John 1:11).

Jesus’ reply was to cite a well known proverb. His view was that this was to be expected. “A prophet is not without honour, except in his own country, and in his own house.” For no one was seen as special by his familiars when it came to questions about God. The older ones would think that they must know more than he did, while the younger ones would fail to see where he could have obtained the information from, from the sources available, and why He should claim to be better than them when He had grown up with them. Note the clear implication that He is a prophet. Matthew in fact lays great emphasis on prophets, both true and false, and it has already been made clear by Jesus that He is greater than previous prophets (Matthew 12:41). This is a time of prophetic expectations (compare Matthew 14:5) as Jesus is making clear.

Verse 58
Jesus Is Unable To Do Many Mighty Works In His Home Town, But His Mighty Works Impress Herod Who Thinks That He May Be John The Baptist Raised From The Dead (13:58-14:2).
The mighty works of Jesus, which they have heard of through the tales spreading from elsewhere (Luke 4:23), have not impressed His own home town. They refuse to believe that He can do them and so do not bring their sick to be healed. But Herod is impressed and sees Him as John the Baptist raised from the dead.

Analysis.
a And he did not perform many mighty works there because of their unbelief (Matthew 13:58).

b At that time (season) Herod the tetrarch heard the report concerning Jesus, and he said to his servants, “This is John the Baptist. He is risen from the dead” (Matthew 14:1-2 a).

a “Therefore do these powers work in him (Matthew 14:2). p

Note that while His home town do not believe in His mighty works, in the parallel Herod does so. Centrally we have the conclusion that he comes to. It must be John the Baptist who is risen from the dead.

Verse 58
‘And he did not perform many mighty works there because of their unbelief.’

Jesus was able to accomplish very little in His own home area, simply because, in their unbelief, they did not come to Him or seek His help, apart that is from a few. (Mark states it slightly differently but says the same thing - Mark 6:5-6). Had He performed some unusual feat appropriate to an artisan they would have willingly shared with Him in His honour, but as far as they were concerned for Him as a carpenter to claim special inspiration from God was seen as disreputable and unacceptable, and they were therefore quite confident that all this talk about healings was a hoax. In view of that they did not bring their sick for healing, although the few who did were satisfied.

Note that Jesus will not perform wonders in order to gain attention. In the main His ‘mighty works’ are a compassionate response to the needs of the people, not an attempt to win people. That is why they are Messianic signs. They reveal the compassion of the Messiah, not a desire to win people by signs. He is quite willing to concentrate on the preaching. he does not want men to follow Him just in order to see wonders (John 2:23-25).

14 Chapter 14 

Verse 1
‘At that time (season) Herod the tetrarch heard the report concerning Jesus.’

John had stirred the people in Peraea, another part of Herod’s territory east of Jordan. But his ministry had been restricted to preaching. He had performed no miracles. Now, however, came news to Herod of great crowds gathering to hear a prophet who performed amazing miracles, who was right here in Galilee. To a man like Herod, who bore a heavy burden of guilt this news was disturbing. As far as he was concerned there could only be one explanation (it was after all unusual that two such prophets should arise one after the other). This must be John the Baptist returned with heavenly power.

Verse 2
‘And he said to his servants, “This is John the Baptist. He is risen from the dead, and therefore do these powers work in him.”

Surely the only explanation for this new figure with these amazing powers was that it was John, come back from the dead. That alone explained the source of His unusual powers. This could only bode ill for Herod because of his previous treatment of John. And when a Herod was disturbed, no one knew quite what he would do.

There is a deliberate irony in that Herod is here seen as believing in the resurrection of the dead, but only as a kind of tool that God can use against him to punish him. Later Israel would have the same kind of experience through the resurrection of Jesus. Because of their unbelief His resurrection could only bring them harm as God reached out to judge them, for He was raised not only as Saviour but as judge. But there is in this belief of Herod a hint of what will actually happen to Jesus, and this is expanded on in the parallel incident in the chiasmus of the section, where we will learn that Jesus will rise from the dead (Matthew 17:23).

Verse 3
‘For Herod had laid hold on John, and bound him, and put him in prison for the sake of Herodias, his brother Philip’s wife.’

We are now told why Herod was upset at the idea of John coming back from the grave. It was because of the way that he himself had treated him. Herod had gone on a visit to see his brother Philip (not the tetrarch Herod Philip) and had fallen in love with Philip’s wife, Herodias, who spotting the opportunity of greater prestige and influence had yielded to Herod’s entreaties and had divorced her husband and married him. But such behaviour was forbidden by Jewish Law. A man could not marry the wife of his brother while his brother was still alive.

Verses 3-12
The Forerunner Is Rejected By The Civil Authorities And Put To Death (14:3-12).
A warning of what lies ahead for Jesus in the future is now introduced. For John, His forerunner has been put to death by Herod the Tetrarch in a most shameful way, and suspicion is now falling on Jesus because, as a result of His ‘mighty works’, He is being seen as John risen from the dead and thus manifesting heavenly powers. Herod’s view was probably that he had come back to haunt him. For he was superstitiously afraid. There is an irony here in that Herod believes in ‘the resurrection’ but from a totally false viewpoint. Instead of it being man’s friend it is seen as his enemy, as God’s way of getting back at man. Such is the blindness of man.

So what Jesus stands for is now being opposed by the powers that be. These words of Herod are an indication of how far he was from really knowing what was going on in the country that he ruled. His ruling was all done by hearsay and speculation and ‘report’, as so often with such monarchs. And the sense of his opposition is such that Jesus will withdraw from the vicinity (Matthew 14:13), recognising the dangers inherent in the situation, for His hour had not yet come. (Among Jesus’ disciples were those from Herod’s household (Luke 8:2) who probably received news of what was happening at court).

While the prime purpose of the narrative here is to explain why Jesus is wary of Herod, the detailed account that follows indicates that Matthew has also another further message to get over, which is why he describes it in some detail. When Matthew goes into detail we can be sure that he always has a purpose for it, and here he is bringing out that this is an ‘evil and adulterous generation’ (Matthew 12:39; Matthew 16:4). For he brings out here that at all levels of Palestinian society there is disobedience, spiritual blindness, adultery, lasciviousness, rebellion against God’s known will and a hatred of the prophets, and that Israel’s society was controlled, not by men who read and loved God’s word (Deuteronomy 17:19-20), but by those who were swayed only by a love of the world and its pleasures. If the Scribes and Pharisees revealed the spiritual destitution of Israel, Herod and his court revealed its total corruption The story sums up Israel. Easy divorce (contrast Matthew 5:27-32; Matthew 19:3-12), murder (contrast Matthew 5:21-26), ‘lawlessness’ (it is not lawful) and retribution on the godly (contrast Matthew 5:10-12; and see Matthew 22:33-41; Matthew 23:34-36), casual oaths (contrast Matthew 5:33-37), an eye for an eye (see Matthew 5:38-42); and pure heartlessness (contrast Matthew 5:43-48). Here was an example of ‘the kingly rule of earth’ set over against what we have seen of the Kingly Rule of Heaven.

Josephus tells us that Herod’s fear of John had partly arisen from his fear that John would start an insurrection against men whom he saw as evil, (Herod’s views of John may well have been influenced by what he knew from his spies about the teachings of the community at Qumran with its expectations of one day rising up and crushing the ungodly). And he may have seen as central to this purpose John’s continual public accusation of him as doing ‘what was not lawful’. Such a charge of ‘lawlessness’ was usually a preliminary to retributive action. Thus the picture of John’s attitude against Herod here ties in with Josephus’ view of him that Herod (who would tend to think politically) saw him as a possible reactionary and revolutionary.

Note On Herod The Tetrarch.
Herod the Tetrarch was a son of Herod the Great, and after his father’s death was made tetrarch of Galilee and Peraea, and was popularly though inaccurately termed ‘king’. Herod was previously married and his first wife was the daughter of Aretas, king of the Nabateans, and he divorced her in order to marry Herodias who was his half-brother Philip’s wife. This in itself was politically explosive causing a deep rift and warfare with the Nabateans, which resulted in his defeat, from which he was only saved by the intervention of Rome. Philip (not the tetrarch) was a son of Herod the Great and Mariamne II and thus his half-brother. Thus to marry his divorced wife was to break Jewish Law (Leviticus 18:16; Leviticus 20:21). But Herodias was an adventuress, and happily divorced her husband in order to gain the great prize of being married to a tetrarch. She was in fact the daughter of Herod’s half brother Aristobulus, and was totally unscrupulous. It was in the end her ever increasing desire for status that led to Herod losing his tetrarchy and being banished to Gaul. But it was then that she revealed that even she was not all bad. When the emperor was prepared to exempt her from the banishment, she chose rather to endure it with her husband.

End of note.

Analysis. 

a For Herod had laid hold on John, and bound him (Matthew 14:3 a).

b And put him in prison for the sake of Herodias, his brother Philip’s wife, for John said to him, “It is not lawful for you to have her” (Matthew 14:3-4).

c And when he would have put him to death, he feared the populace, because they counted him as a prophet (Matthew 14:5).

d But when Herod’s birthday came, the daughter of Herodias danced among the people gathered (‘in the midst’), and pleased Herod (Matthew 14:6).

e Whereupon he promised with an oath to give her whatever she should ask (Matthew 14:7).

d And she, being put forward by her mother, says, “Give me here on a large dish the head of John the Baptist” (Matthew 14:8).

c And the king was grieved, but for the sake of his oaths, and of those who sat at meat with him, (he was afraid of them) he commanded it to be given, and he sent and beheaded John in the prison (Matthew 14:9-10).

b And his head was brought on a large dish, and given to the damsel, and she brought it to her mother,

a And his disciples came, and took up the corpse, and buried him, and they went and told Jesus (Matthew 14:11-12).

Note that in ‘a’ Herod lays hold of John and binds him, and in the parallel John’s disciples lay hold of his body and bury him. In ‘b’ Herod puts John in prison for Herodias’ sake, and in the parallel John’s head, cut off for her sake, is given to Herodias. In ‘c’ Herod wanted to put John to death but feared the people, and in the parallel he puts him to death because he fears his contemporaries. In ‘d’ Herod is seduced by Salome’s dancing, and in the parallel she asks for the head of John on a dish (continuing the party atmosphere) in response. In ‘e’ is the foolish oath made by a drunken Herod, a proof of his unworthiness.

Verse 4
‘For John said to him, “It is not lawful for you to have her.” ’

Thus John had boldly approached Herod and told him that what he was doing was against the Law of God. Herod’s immediate response had been to imprison him. ‘John said to him continually’ (imperfect tense) that what he was doing was ‘unlawful’ (against the Law of God). The continual charge of doing what ‘was not lawful’ would have aroused fears in Herod that John was planning an insurrection against him, especially in view of John’s increasing popularity and his fierce declarations of judgment. Like his father he was no doubt somewhat paranoid.

Verse 5
‘And when he would have put him to death, he feared the populace, because they counted him as a prophet.’

But although he would have liked to have John put to death, he dared not do so, for he was afraid of the disturbance that it would cause among the people. He knew that they believed that John was a prophet, so that to execute him would be looked on by them as sacrilege. And disturbances among the people would not be smiled on by his Roman masters.

Herod both feared and hated John. He wanted him alive, and he wanted him dead. But had he not superstitiously feared him John would no doubt have been dead already. Herod was clearly a weak man filled with conflicting emotions.

‘As a prophet.’ Jesus has just referred to Himself indirectly as a prophet (Matthew 13:57). Perhaps there is an intended hint here of what happens to popular prophets in Israel.

Verse 6
‘But when Herod’s birthday came, the daughter of Herodias danced among the people gathered (‘in the midst’), and pleased Herod.’

And then there had been an unfortunate occurrence for a man whose life was ruled by pleasure, drink and lust, and who ignored the Law of God. It had been his birthday. And at the gathering of those who came together to do him honour (a Hellenistic, not a Jewish custom) there was public dancing. And Salome, the daughter of Herodias, (probably about fourteen years of age), who was seemingly a slut at heart, had danced, no doubt suggestively (most such dancing was suggestive. That was a main purpose of it) and certainly effectively, in front of the gathering, and had stirred the drunken king’s desires. Such behaviour was not what would be expected of a Tetrarch’s daughter in Jewry, and the fact that he allowed it shows the depths to which he had sunk. But he had little regard for Jewish Law or Jewish feelings. Her dance had stirred him up emotionally, to such an extent that he wanted to please her. She was after all his daughter-in-law. He would not therefore feel that any request, made by someone with whom he probably had much familiarity, was likely to be a threat to his position.

Verse 7
‘Whereupon he promised with an oath to give her whatever she should ask.’

So he swore on oath that he would give her anything that she asked. To be fair to him he little dreamed what the consequences would be. Even he did not realise the insane jealousy and fury of his wife, and her cruel determination to gain revenge against the fearless prophet who had dared to rebuke her publicly, making her appear to be what she was.

Verse 8
‘And she, being put forward by her mother, says, “Give me here on a large dish the head of John the Baptist.” ’

So Herodias stepped in and impressed on her daughter that she should ask for the head of John the Baptist. It tells us all that we need to know about Salome, whose anger and bitterness must have been stirred up by her mother, that instead of protesting at such a thought, she fell in line with it. Both must have known what even the worst of their ‘friends’ would think about such a move, but they were filled with such intense bitterness against John that it overcame everything else. Salome, therefore, made her request to Herod, “Give me here on a large dish the head of John the Baptist.” This was to be her birthday dish. The idea was probably that it suited birthday celebrations, and the hope may have been that it would be seen as a grotesque joke, deserving a laugh at such an assembly as her ‘meal’ was served up. The very grotesqueness of the request demonstrates to what depths of depravity Salome had sunk, helped on by her mother. She was worthy of the house of Herod.

Verse 9
‘And the king was grieved, but for the sake of his oaths, and of those who sat at meat with him, he commanded it to be given.’

The king was ‘grieved’. He might hate John but he respected him and was even afraid of him. This was the last request that he had expected. But because of the strength of his oath, which he no doubt now regretted, and in order to maintain face in front of all the great and prominent men who had heard his oath, he commanded that it should be done as she said. Legally he could have withdrawn from his oath under Jewish Law, but his guests were not Jewish, and to them a prophet would not have been worth bothering about, so that Herod may well have recognised that they might well despise someone who counted an odd prophet as being worth more than a man’s oath.

‘The king.’ An honorary title (see above). Matthew may well have intended it to be sardonic. This man wanted to be king, and yet he behaved like this.

Verse 10
‘And he sent and beheaded John in the prison.’

Thus he sent and arranged for John, lying in prison at Machaerus, to be beheaded. This was strictly illegal without a trial, but he would do it on the basis that he was an insurrectionist. Perhaps Pilate was present and gave him the nod. His soldiers entered the dark and dreary dungeon where John was still waiting in hope of Messianic deliverance (Matthew 11:3-4), made him kneel, and smote off his head. It was another reminder to all of the destiny of prophets, and that the way of Jesus was the way of the cross.

Verse 11
‘And his head was brought on a large dish, and given to the damsel, and she brought it to her mother.’

Then John’s head was placed on a large serving dish, and ceremoniously handed over to the waiting teenage slut, who took it in to her mother. So hardened were they both that this grisly behaviour seems not to have worried them a jot. There appears to have been no hesitation on Salome’s part.

The presenting of John’s head on a meat dish, coming as it does before the feeding of the five thousand, may well have been meant by Matthew to be seen as in direct contrast. The ungodly partake of the blood of the prophets (Matthew 23:30). The righteous partake of the food of God, (and spiritually of the body and blood of Christ - John 6:53-57).

Verse 12
‘And his disciples came, and took up the corpse, and buried him, and they went and told Jesus.’

Then the faithful disciples of John came, no doubt devastated by the news, and took up John’s corpse, and gave it a decent burial. We are probably to see in this an indication that God had not forgotten him even after death (compare Matthew 27:57-60). It was a brave act, and probably prevented the body being publicly humiliated, for the public exposure of the body of an executed criminal was common practise. (It may, however, have been publicly humiliated before they obtained it). Then they went and informed Jesus of what had happened. This may suggest that they would now offer their allegiance to Him. That it came as a warning to Him is suggested by what follows.

Verse 13
‘Now when Jesus heard, he withdrew from there in a boat, to a wilderness place apart, and when the crowds heard of it, they followed him on foot from the cities.’

‘When Jesus heard.’ What did Jesus hear? Was it the news of the death of John as in Matthew 14:12. Or was it the news of what Herod was saying about Him in Matthew 14:2? Matthew quite possibly intends us to understand by it the whole scenario. He learned of the death of John and He heard the rumours that were flying around about the way that Herod was thinking. But whichever way it was He noted the danger that it involved. Herod in this mood was not to be trusted. So He ‘withdrew’ across the water into a wilderness place, in the same way as Israel had done from Pharaoh. Compare, ‘Out of Egypt have I called My Son’ (Matthew 2:15). This was why He had come. For withdrawal as a result of hearing of danger see also Matthew 2:22; Matthew 4:12.

And ‘when the crowds heard of it they followed Him on foot from the cities’. There is probably significance to be read into the fact that ‘they followed Jesus’. Here were those who would not desert Him as others had but would follow Him wherever He went (compare Matthew 8:19). They are the beginnings of the new community, which is why the disciples have a duty to feed them. ‘On foot.’ It was ‘on foot’ that the people originally set off on the Exodus (Exodus 12:37), to ‘a wilderness’ place. The wilderness in Psalms 78:19 is also anarthrous. They have left the cities (as they left the cities of Egypt) and sought Him in the wilderness, leaving the cities behind. Cities are regularly the sign of rebellion against God in the Scriptures (e.g. Genesis 4:17; Genesis 11:1-9; and often). So, in a few brief words, every one of which counts, Matthew has skilfully depicted a new Exodus.

Verses 13-21
Jesus Provides A Messianic Fellowship Meal In The Wilderness For His Symbolic New Community (14:13-21).
Jesus, having been rejected by His home country and by the powers that be, has compassion on those who do follow Him into ‘a wilderness place’ and feeds them with bread from Heaven. There may here be a deliberate connection with the Exodus. (Note that Psalms 77:19 LXX (Psalms 78:19 MT) with the Exodus in mind also has no article on ‘wilderness’). In the words of Psalms 78 (already in mind in Matthew 13:35), ‘They said, “Can God prepare a table in the wilderness? -- Can He give bread also?” -- He commanded the skies above and opened the doors of Heaven, and He rained down manna on them to eat, and gave them of the corn of Heaven. Man did eat the bread of the mighty. He sent them food to the full’ (Psalms 78:19-25). Note the parallel connections, firstly with the wilderness (Matthew 14:15; Psalms 78:19), secondly with the provision from Heaven (Matthew 14:19; Psalms 78:24), and thirdly the fact that they received food to the full (Matthew 14:20; Psalms 78:25). So the One Who had enlightened them with parables in ‘fulfilment’ of Psalms 78:2 (see Matthew 13:35), now fed them with a full sufficiency of bread in the terms of that Psalm.

We are reminded again of Matthew 2:15 where God ‘brought His Son out of Egypt’, and here He now was, feeding His people in a wilderness place, as He had done originally. Here was the new congregation of Israel in embryo, fleeing in the face of the cruel king (Herod), and being fed with the bread of Heaven in the wilderness. Here was the greater than Elisha feeding the crowds by a miracle (2 Kings 4:42-44). That feeding followed the re-entry into the land via the crossing of the Jordan, Jericho and Bethel (2 Kings 2:13-23), thus repeating the Exodus. Here was the prelude to the coming Messianic feast (Isaiah 25:6; Isaiah 55:2 ff) fulfilling the expectation that when the Messiah came He would feed His people with the manna (see Revelation 2:17, and compare 2 Baruch 29:8 for the Jewish tradition). Here was the One Who was providing ‘bread for the eater’ (as He had provided seed for the sower) in terms of His word going forth to do His will (Isaiah 55:10). Here was One Who was Himself the Bread of Life symbolically feeding His people on Himself through their coming and believing (John 6:32-35; John 6:47-51). Note that in fact John 6:31 quotes from Psalms 78:24 demonstrating that Jesus had that Psalm in mind. But in a sense this idea of the bread of life was not new. Isaiah 55:2 very much brings out the significance of bread as symbolising what is good and life-giving in the spiritual sphere.

The connection with Elisha is strengthened by Jesus words, ‘YOU give them to eat’ for in 2 Kings 4:42 we read that Elisha said, ‘Give to the people that they may eat’, and the final conclusion is also significant, ‘thus says the LORD, they will eat and will leave thereof’ (2 Kings 4:43). And ‘they did eat and left thereof according to the word of the LORD’ (2 Kings 4:44). The connection with Elisha is significant, for Elisha followed Elijah, and now Jesus, revealing Himself as a greater than Elisha, is following John, the new Elijah. It is not accidental that this incident follows immediately on the description of the death of John. Were it not for Elisha the death of Elijah would have been a huge body blow to the righteous in Israel, especially the ‘sons of the prophets’ (2 Kings 2:3), but Elisha had successfully replaced Elijah and triumphantly entered Israel in his place (Crossing the Jordan - Jericho - Bethel (2 Kings 2:13-23)). Now in the same way on the death of John, the new Deliverer, as One on Whom John’s followers can fix their hopes, is revealed in the wilderness, just as John had appeared in the wilderness before Him (Matthew 3:1), and the crowds flock to Him as they had flocked to John (Matthew 3:5).

We should note also the emphasis that there is in Matthew 14:19 on the fact that this is a family meal with the master of the feast dispensing the bread and fishes. This clearly stresses the oneness of the community.

We should note further that the initial feeding with manna in the wilderness was closely connected with the glory of God. ‘As Aaron spoke to the whole congregation of the people of Israel, and they looked towards the wilderness, and behold the glory of the Lord appeared in the cloud, and the Lord said to Moses, -- say to them -- in the morning you will be filled with bread, then you will know that I am YHWH your God’ (Exodus 16:10-12). So by feeding the people Jesus was calling on them to recognise that the glory of God was there.

That Jesus intended this feeding of the people to be highly significant comes out in that, along with His walking on the water, it is the only miracle that Jesus performed that was not ‘forced on Him’, (for in those days people were used to fending for themselves so that His feeding of them was a ‘voluntary’ act), either as a result of having compassion on someone who needed something extraordinary doing, responding to an appeal, or being forced by circumstances. Here it was totally and deliberately a self-revelation which no one expected from Him. As we see above, it demonstrated that a new Deliverance had begun, and that these were His new Messianic people. (Indeed it got so close to the mark that some of the people, catching the point, even if wrongly interpreting it, began to plan to make him king (John 6:15), and He had quickly to withdraw from the scene, but the Synoptics are not interested in that. They want it to have a positive message about His Messiahship, and ignore the adverse happenings. Incidentally this is strong evidence of how miraculous it was. Men do not get so stirred up by sharing a picnic, or partaking of a symbolic meal).

Analysis.
a Now when Jesus heard it, He withdrew from there in a boat, to a wilderness place apart, and when the crowds heard of it, they followed Him on foot from the cities, and he came forth, and saw a great crowd, and he had compassion on them, and healed their sick (Matthew 14:13-14)

b And when even was come, the disciples came to him, saying, “The place is wilderness, and the time is already past. Send the crowds away, that they may go into the villages, and buy themselves food” (Matthew 14:15).

c But Jesus said to them, “They have no need to go away. You give them to eat” (Matthew 14:16).

d And they say to him, “We have here but five loaves, and two fishes” (Matthew 14:17).

e And he said, “Bring them here to me”, and he commanded the crowds to sit down on the grass

d And he took the five loaves, and the two fishes (Matthew 14:19 a)

c And looking up to heaven, he blessed, and broke and gave the loaves to the disciples, and the disciples to the crowds (Matthew 14:19 b).

b And they all ate, and were filled, and they took up what remained over of the broken pieces, twelve baskets full (Matthew 14:20).

a And those who ate were about five thousand men, besides women and children (Matthew 14:21).

Note that in ‘a’ the crowds gathered to Jesus and He had compassion on them, and in the parallel all the crowds who are fed by Him are five thousand plus women and children. In ‘b’ the disciples want the crowd sent away because they are in the wilderness, so that they may find something to eat, and in the parallel they all ate and were filled in the wilderness without departing, with plenty to spare. In ‘c’ Jesus says that they have no need to go away and that the disciples are to feed them, and in the parallel he commits the bread that He has to God and the disciples are thus able to feed them. In ‘d’ they declare that they have only five loaves and two fishes, and in the parallel Jesus commandeers the five loaves and the two fishes. Centrally in ‘e’ what is available is to be brought to Jesus, and He commands the crowds to sit down.

Verse 14
‘And he came forth, and saw a great crowd, and he had compassion on them, and healed their sick.’

And when Jesus left the boat, He saw the great crowd and had compassion on them. Compare here Matthew 9:36. ‘Because they were as sheep without a shepherd’ has therefore to be read in, as it is expressly in Mark 6:34. He knew that He was their Shepherd, and ‘He healed their sick’. Compare ‘those who are whole have no need of a physician, but those who are sick’ (Matthew 9:12), and ‘Himself bore our afflictions and carried our diseases’ (Matthew 8:17). He was thus as the Servant bearing the burdens of these crowds, and as a physician was making them whole. Mark says that ‘He taught them many things’, and Luke has it that ‘He welcomed them and spoke to them of the Kingly Rule of God’ and healed (Luke 9:11). Matthew intends his description therefore to be all encompassing. Here are the new people of God being tended by the Shepherd.

We should note here the supreme patience and compassion of Jesus. He had headed off across the water in order to seek solitude and safety. Yet here the crowds had come together, disturbing His solitude, and drawing attention to His presence. But there is not even the hint of impatient concern in His behaviour. He accepts them for what they are, and welcomes them, patiently teaching and healing. The tenacity of the crowds comes out in that they had clearly watched the progress of the boat on the small Lake as it bore Him off, and had recognised that by going round the northern end of the Lake they could head Him off, which was what they had done.

Verse 15
‘And when even was come, the disciples came to him, saying, “The place is a wilderness, and the time is already past. Send the crowds away, that they may go into the villages, and buy themselves food.’

The crowds spent the day listening to Jesus, and as evening approached, the disciples became concerned. The crowds had come a long way and would be hungry. And they were a long way from home. The usual mealtime had already passed. So they were going to need provision, and here they were in ‘a wilderness’. The only hope for them therefore was to scatter among the surrounding villages in order to buy some food, however little. So they called on Jesus to dismiss the crowds for this purpose. It was an act of compassion towards the crowds, being carried out by men who could see no other option.

Note the reference to villages. They are well away from the larger cities and towns. It was to avoid them that Jesus had come here.

Verse 16
‘But Jesus said to them, “They have no need to go away. You give them to eat.”

Then Jesus quietly turned to the disciples and said, ‘There is no need for them to go away. You give them to eat.’ (The ‘you’ is emphatic). It is difficult to avoid the impression that Jesus has 2 Kings 4:42 in mind, where Elisha says to his followers, ‘Give to the people that they may eat’, at a time when there was patently too little food for everyone. There it was followed by the insufficient becoming sufficient and to spare. Was Jesus then testing out His disciples to see what they would do, and how they would respond, as He will shortly test out Peter (Matthew 14:29)? After all they had claimed that they had ‘understood’ about the coming of the Kingly Rule of Heaven (Matthew 13:51). Did they have sufficient understanding for this moment? There may have been a slight hope at the back of His mind that it would be so, but the more probable significance in what He is doing is that He wants His disciples to recognise that in following Him and being His Apostles they must take responsibility for believers, not leave them to themselves.

( In LXX Elisha says, ‘dote tow laow’ - ‘give to the people’. Here Jesus says ‘dote autois’ - ‘give to them’. LXX then uses esthio while Jesus uses phagein, but it should be noted that LXX then has phagomai in verse 43 where ‘the Lord’ says they shall eat. Matthew’s source may well have been distinguishing Jesus from Elisha by deliberately using the verb ‘the Lord’ used).

Verse 17
‘And they say to him, “We have here but five loaves, and two fishes.” ’

Their reply was simple. ‘All we have available are five loaves and two fishes’. We learn from elsewhere (John 6:8-9) that these were contributed by a young boy who had probably preserved them by having the foresight to keep his own packed lunch untouched, ready for his homeward journey, meanwhile no doubt benefiting from the generosity of others (he would think that being grown ups they probably had plenty).

In the light of the mention later of ‘five thousand men’, and the later ‘seven loaves’ of the parallel story, the numbers are probably seen by Matthew as significant. The ‘five’ would represent the covenant, as five regularly does, and this was therefore covenant food. The two fishes would then make up the seven to indicate a divinely complete and perfect meal. It was thus ideal provision for a divine covenant meal. But it did not seem so to the disciples. To them it was just not enough.

Verse 18
‘And he said, “Bring them here to me.”

Then the command was given which made all the difference. Jesus commanded that they be brought to Him. In His hands they would prove totally sufficient. No one present could have even imagined what was about to happen. It had been one thing for Elisha to feed a hundred men, but here were well over five thousand people, and Jesus had far less than Elisha had to start with.

Verse 19
‘And he commanded the crowds to recline on the grass, and he took the five loaves, and the two fishes, and looking up to heaven, he blessed, and broke and gave the loaves to the disciples, and the disciples to the crowds.” ’

‘He commanded the crowds to recline on the grass.’ Reclining was the attitude taken up for a banquet. This was to be no symbolic meal, but genuine provision. This day they were to be fed to the full.

Then Jesus took the five loaves and two fishes and looking up to Heaven blessed them and broke them, and gave them to His disciples. And the disciples gave them to the crowds. No explanation is given. It is written as though this was just another ordinary meal. The miraculous is simply assumed as though, with Jesus there, what else could people expect.

The description ‘looking up to Heaven He blessed and broke the loaves and the fishes’ is a typical statement of what would actually happen at a Jewish meal table. It would certainly remind Matthew’s readers of their own later covenant meal, which followed the same pattern, but it would only do so as a reminder of God as the great Provider. For the inclusion of the fishes, when they could so easily have been quietly dropped, demonstrates that ‘the Lord’s Table’ is not in mind. The point of the full repetition of the detail, by a Matthew who usually abbreviates, indicates rather the source of what followed. It indicates that the answer is coming from Heaven, as the manna once did. ‘He gave them bread from Heaven to eat’ (John 6:31 citing Psalms 78:24) as the were beginning the new Exodus. It was bread that was without money and without price’ which gave life to the soul (Isaiah 55:2), ‘bread for the eater’ symbolic of the fruitfulness of His powerful word (Isaiah 55:10). And all these as pictures of the good things that God has for those who love Him, the bread of life received by coming to Him and believing on Him (John 6:35), life-giving bread for the soul received freely from God (Isaiah 55:2-3), bread for the eater because it accomplishes what He pleases (Isaiah 55:11). A further emphasis is on the fact that this is a ‘family’ meal. They are come together with Jesus as the head of the family. They are His mother, His brothers and His sisters (Matthew 12:50). They are now one community looking to Jesus as their head.

‘He blessed.’ This is the normal word for the giving of thanks at a meal. The ‘blessing’ is of God, (‘Blessed are You’), not of the food. The breaking of the food was for distribution.

Verse 20
‘And they all ate, and were filled, and they took up what remained over of the broken pieces, twelve baskets full.’

We may compare here Psalms 78:25, ‘He sent them food to the full’; and 2 Kings 4:44, ‘they ate and left thereof, according to the word of the Lord’. For these people ate to the full of the Lord’s provision, so much so that of what remained the disciples were able to gather twelve wicker basketfuls, that is, sufficient for ‘the twelve tribes of Israel’. This last was the guarantee of their future provision at His hands. He not only fed them now, He would continue to feed them in the future.

‘And were filled.’ Compare ‘blessed are those who hunger and thirst after righteousness, for they will be filled’ (Matthew 5:6). It is not only their physical hunger that is to be satisfied. They are also to be satiated with righteousness and salvation. See also Isaiah 55:2
So that day the needs of His people were met, and both their spirits and their bodies had been satisfied. His own countrymen might turn against Him (Matthew 13:53-58), the authorities and Herod could do their worst (Matthew 14:1-12), but nothing could hinder the forward movement of God’s purposes through His Deliverer as He led them forward in a new Exodus, feeding them upon Himself as the bread of life received by coming to Him and believing on Him (John 6:35).

Verse 21
‘And those who ate were about five thousand men, besides women and children.’

Finally we are supplied with an enumeration of the crowds, or rather, of those ‘who ate’. There were five thousand men, besides women and children. The idea is probably that ten men were required in order to establish a synagogue. Thus five thousand represented a covenant community, for five is ever the number of covenant (five fingers to the hand that seals the covenant, the commandments in sets of five, the measurements of the Tabernacle and Temple in multiples of five, the covenant altar was five by five, five shekels was the price of deliverance from Tabernacle service, and so on).

However reference to Exodus 12:37 may also serve to confirm that a new Exodus is in mind for there we read of ‘men on foot besides children’. However, here, under the new covenant, women also are now to be seen as important.

We must not multiply up too much from the number of men. The trek round the Lake would probably have resulted in many women and children being left to make their way home. And furthermore they would have been needed at home to milk the animals. The fact that only the men are numbered probably indicates their predominance in the crowd.

To sum up there are a number of lessons to be learned from this incident.

That His disciples were to see their own future in terms of meeting the needs of men and women. They must ‘give them to eat’. Having initially opened their ministry in their recent mission, it would continue to be the responsibility of the disciples to provide both physical and spiritual sustenance to the people, in the same way as He Himself provided it to them (compare John 21:15-17). With regard to the physical side they would in fact seek to carry this out literally in Acts (see Acts 2:44-47; Acts 4:32-37). And the church has rightly continued to see one of its functions as providing for the physical needs of the needy. But the equal importance of their ministering to the spiritual side also soon came home to them. They later knew that they were not to allow ‘serving tables’ to prevent their preaching of the word (Acts 6:1-3).

That He wanted them to see that He was now here as the Messiah to spread a table before those who looked to Him (compare Isaiah 25:6; Isaiah 55:1-3; and extra-testamental literature). He wanted them to see Him as the source of true provision for all men’s needs, the Bread of Life to their souls (John 6:35). And this would in the end be ministered through His Apostles and those whom they appointed.

He wanted them to appreciate that He was here among them as the Representative of Israel (Matthew 2:15), leading them in a second Exodus, in a way as a second Moses (although this latter is never emphasised), the one who gave them bread from Heaven to eat. Moses had been with the multitude in the wilderness, and had fed them ‘from Heaven’. Jesus was now here among them in the wilderness to give better bread than Moses gave them, the true Bread which has come down from Heaven to give life to the world (John 6:33). A greater than Moses was here, and a greater Exodus was taking place (Matthew 2:15), establishing a new Israel. (In Matthew the emphasis is on the new Exodus rather than a new Moses).

He wanted them to recognise that He was here among men in order to establish a new covenant and a new covenant community, something symbolised by this covenant meal. A new covenant community was thus in process of formation, and this is what this meal symbolised (compare Exodus 24:9-11). Such a community has already been indicated by His description of believers as His mother, His sisters and His brothers (Matthew 12:50), and assumed in the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5:13-16; Matthew 5:45-48; Matthew 6:9-13), and He will emphasise this again shortly (Matthew 16:18). It would be composed of all those who came in faith to Him for provision, expressing their need, including this crowd who had been willing to go so far out of their way to be here, which in itself expressed their faith. In Matthew 26:26 the breaking of the bread would expand to symbolise His body. Here He was symbolising the fact that He could feed their souls as they responded to Him (John 6:35). From this meal therefore all were to learn that if they would be spiritually fed it must be through Jesus Christ, and that He had sufficient and to spare in order to do this.

He wanted them to know that He was among men in order to feed their inner beings (see John 6:32-40, and compare Isaiah 55:1-3), something which in the end only He could do, and he would shortly make clear that this would be through His death (John 6:51-58). But His main aim was that this physical provision might be seen by them as an acted out parable similar to those of the prophets whereby they would recognise that He was offering to feed their souls. It was a display of quiet power that evidenced His limitless resources.

He wanted them to learn their lesson from this incident that never again should they, the Apostles, or the other disciples, see any situation as impossible for Him to deal with.

Note on Other Explanations.
Necessarily Atheists and Agnostics and those who deny the possibility of miracles cannot accept that it happened like this, and yet often have to admit that it must have some basis in truth. So they have to think of a way round it. But we should note that by doing so they go against the evidence. Rather than accept the truth they weave ‘fairy stories’. For in order to give an explanation that is what they have to do, ignore the evidence and what is written, and spin their own threads of gold. For the sake of completeness and to assist those who are troubled by such things we will consider one or two of these explanations.

1). The first is that what happened was that a young boy brought his dinner and gave it to Jesus who then told the disciples to share it with the crowds, and that all those in the crowds were so moved by His action and the action of the little boy that they all shared their food that they had brought with them with others (or something similar). It is a nice idea. But it clearly goes contrary to what the four accounts say. It is not likely that the disciples would have said what they did about dispersing and buying food without having first checked that the people were without food. Furthermore it destroys the symbolism and at the same time ignores how long the crowds had already been away from home. They were not out on a picnic, and had not anticipated this extra journey. Nor can we understand why if this was what happened a hint of the fact is not supplied by at least one of the eyewitnesses, as a wonderful picture of the influence of Jesus. And certainly it would be strange that such a trivial happening as it would then have become should be treated as so important by all four Gospel writers. Nor would it have stirred the crowds to make Him a king (John 6:15). The idea trivialises all that the story points to, and every detail is against it.

2). That what happened was that Jesus divided up the loaves into minute amounts which were then given to the crowds as a ‘token Messianic meal’ and that this gave them such an uplift that their hearts were satisfied and they were ‘filled’ and therefore did not for a while notice their hunger. It is a beautiful picture, but it would not have served them well during the night, or next morning when they awoke hungry. And it still requires us to drastically reduce the numbers involved, or alternately increase the food available. It is also to assume that the ‘meal’ had a significance not made apparent in the first three Gospels. If this was what happened it is strange that the lesson to be drawn from it was totally ignored and that it was interpreted as just physical, without further explanation. It would also leave everyone still hungry and as much in danger of fainting as before. Thus Jesus would have failed to fulfil what He promised to the Apostles, that they would be able to feed the crowds.

3). That the story is simply an invention based on what Elisha did in 2 Kings 4:42-44. But if this were the case its importance as revealed by its presence in all four Gospels, in different presentations, is inexplicable. There is no avoiding the fact that all four considered the event extremely important and on the whole gave basically the same picture. Nor does the incident then have the significance that it clearly had. Elisha’s was not a covenant meal.

End of note.

Verse 22
‘And immediately he constrained the disciples to enter into the boat, and to go before him to the other side, until he should send the crowds away.’

‘Immediately He constrained.’ The urgency behind these words would be difficult to understand had we not had the explanation in John’s Gospel. Some of the crowds were beginning to get ideas about proclaiming Him king (John 6:15). This was the last thing that He wanted, and He did not want His disciples involved in such ideas. So He packed them off hurriedly in their boat while He Himself despatched the crowds. Hid disciples were to go before Him to the other side, probably across the top North West corner of the Lake. Thus they might expect that, like the crowds had done previously, He Himself would make His way round on the shore.

Verses 22-33
Jesus Demonstrates His Mastery Of The Sea And Is Recognised As ‘The Son of God’ (14:22-33).
This is the second consecutive miracle in which Jesus take the initiative in order to demonstrate to the disciples Who He is and What He has come to do, and it results in their recognition that He is ‘the Son of God’. In context this concept goes well beyond Messiahship. He is Lord of wind and waves, a particularly awesome thing to Israelites who feared and respected the sea.

Jesus has just demonstrated that He can feed men and women and meet their most basic needs, now He demonstrates that He can protect His disciples in all the contrary winds of life. If the disciples are finally to feed the people both lessons are essential. But the lessons go farther than that, for both demonstrate that He is the Lord of creation, and thus truly the Son of God. Both are therefore a necessary build up towards Peter’s confession in Matthew 16:16 and to His declaration of the founding of the new ‘congregation’ of Israel in Matthew 16:18.

Analysis.
a And immediately He constrained the disciples to enter into the boat, and to go before Him to the other side, until He should send the crowds away (Matthew 14:22).

b And after He had sent the crowds away, He went up into the mountain apart to pray, and when evening was come, He was there alone (Matthew 14:23).

c But the boat was now in the middle of the sea, distressed by the waves, for the wind was contrary (Matthew 14:24).

d And in the fourth watch of the night he came to them, walking on the sea (Matthew 14:25).

e And when the disciples saw him walking on the sea, they were troubled, saying, “It is a ghost,” and they cried out for fear (Matthew 14:26).

f But immediately Jesus spoke to them, saying, “Be of good cheer; it is I don’t be afraid” (Matthew 14:27).

g And Peter answered him and said, “Lord, if it is you, bid me come to you on the waters” (Matthew 14:28).

f And he said, “Come.” And Peter went down from the boat, and walked on the waters to come to Jesus (Matthew 14:29).

e But when he saw the wind, he was afraid, and beginning to sink, he cried out, saying, “Lord, save me” (Matthew 14:30).

d And immediately Jesus stretched out his hand, and took hold of him, and says to him, “O you of little faith, why did you doubt?” (Matthew 14:31).

c And when they were gone up into the boat, the wind ceased (Matthew 14:32).

b And those who were in the boat worshipped him, saying, “Of a truth you are the Son of God” (Matthew 14:33).

a And when they had crossed over, they came to the land, to Gennesaret (Matthew 14:34).

Note that in ‘a’ He sends the disciples before Him to the other side, and in the parallel they arrive in Gennesaret. In ‘b’ He spends much time alone praying in the mountain and in the parallel recognition comes to the disciples that He is the Son of God. In ‘c’ the wind was contrary, and in the parallel the wind ceased. In ‘d’ Jesus comes to them walking on the sea in total confidence, and in the parallel is the contrast of the one who has little faith and fails. In ‘e’ the disciples are afraid thinking that they are seeing a ghost, and in the parallel Peter is afraid, seeing the wind. In ‘f’ Jesus encourages the disciples, and in the parallel He encourages Peter. Centrally in ‘g’ comes Peter’s request that Jesus bid him come to Him on the waters.

Verse 23
‘And after he had sent the crowds away, he went up into the mountain apart to pray, and when evening was come, he was there alone.’

Then once He had been able to disperse the crowds He ‘went up into the mountain apart to pray.’ He had much to pray about and spent the remainder of the evening and most of the night in prayer ‘alone’. This aloneness is in contrast to His disciples who are struggling at Sea. Without Him they too are alone. Note how in the major chiasmus of the section this ‘aloneness’ parallels His final ‘aloneness’ with the three disciples on the mount of Transfiguration.

We may possibly see that He had gone alone to pray for three major reasons:

1). The disturbing development of the intentions of the crowds towards Him, especially in the light of Herod’s unease, and what it might mean for the future.

2). His clear intention to walk across the Sea in order to meet His disciples in the middle, which could only possibly be seen as a deliberate self-manifestation.

3). His purpose in 2) that, following on the miracle of the loaves and fishes, it might bring home to His disciples Who He is, ‘the Son of God’.

Jesus going into the Mountain always has great significance, and in all other case it has to do with imparting important information to the disciples. While His disciples are not with Him here note the clear interconnection between His being in the mountain praying, with the intention of coming to them (Matthew 14:25), and their being at sea in difficulties (Matthew 14:23-24).

Note On ‘The Mountain’.
In each of the other three times that Matthew indicates that Jesus went up into ‘the mountain’ he is drawing attention to a significant happening that deeply affects His disciples.

1). In Matthew 5:1 Jesus went up into the mountain in order to get away from the crowds, and the He taught the Sermon on the Mount to His disciples.

2). Here in Matthew 14:23 Jesus goes into the mountain to pray alone, prior to His great self-manifestation in walking on the Sea. The result will be that they worship and say, ‘Truly You are the Son of God’ (Matthew 14:33).

3). In Matthew 15:29 Jesus makes a ‘Messianic’ appearance on the mountain as evidenced by His mighty works, and feeds four thousand by a miracle and ‘they glorified the God of Israel’ (Matthew 15:31).

4). In Matthew 28:16 Jesus appeared to them on the mountain as the Risen Lord and gave them their commission to make disciples of all nations, promising His continuing presence with them.

It will be noted that in the first two cases the mountain is seen as a haven from the crowds. In the third case it does not at first appear to be a haven from the crowds, but we should note that this is a special crowd. They are all included in the partaking of the covenant meal and have been with Him in that isolated place listening to His words for three days. They are therefore almost, if not completely disciples, and not just the normal ‘crowds’. It is thus a haven from the world. The fourth case fits into the pattern of the other three. It is where He meets with His disciples to give them their commission for the future.

Furthermore the first and the last examples are places where Jesus specifically charges the disciples with their responsibilities, while the two middle ones are connected with the revelation of His power over creation, and end with the glorifying, in the one case of ‘the Son of God’, and in the other of ‘the God of Israel’. We are probably therefore justified in seeing mention of ‘the mountain’ as pointing to what we might call ‘mountain top’ experiences, times of special closeness with God.

End of Note.

Verse 24
‘But the boat was now in the middle of the sea, distressed by the waves, for the wind was contrary.’

Note the close interconnection between Jesus being in the mountain praying alone, and the boat being now in the middle of the Sea distressed (literally ‘tormented’) by the waves, with a contrary wind. Without Jesus they were making little headway. Indeed we are probably to see that they had been driven off course towards the middle of the Lake, which would help to explain the length of time the voyage was taking. (Without an engine voyage lengths can vary hugely depending on the weather, especially against prevailing winds).

Verse 25
‘And in the fourth watch of the night he came to them, walking on the sea.’

The fourth watch of the night was 3:00 am to 6:00 am (The Roman night watch was divided into four). It was daybreak, after a night of toil. And it was at this stage that He came to them, walking on the Sea.

His people had good cause to remember God’s power over the sea (Exodus 15:8; Exodus 15:10; Exodus 15:19), for in the Exodus they had escaped through the Sea which had swallowed up their antagonists (just as it would have swallowed up Peter without Jesus’ help). Then they could say of Him ‘Your way was in the sea and Your paths in the great waters’ at the time when He ‘led His people like a flock by the hand of Moses and Aaron’ (Psalms 77:19-20 compare Isaiah 43:16). The sea was always an unknown force, the control of which by God was looked on with awe (Psalms 74:13; Psalms 89:9). Thus Jesus may well here have expected them to remember the Exodus experience, especially when Peter was almost overwhelmed by the Sea, and would have been without His assistance.

Verse 26
‘And when the disciples saw him walking on the sea, they were troubled, saying, “It is a ghost,” and they cried out for fear.’

Quite naturally when the disciples saw this eerie figure (in the first light of day) walking on the Sea some distance away, they cried out in fear, ‘Its a ghost’. This is no doubt intended to be contrasted with their later words, ‘You are the Son of God’. What a difference it made once He was with them in the boat.

Verse 27
‘But immediately Jesus spoke to them, saying, “Be of good cheer; it is I don’t be afraid.” ’

Jesus immediately sought to remove their fears saying, ‘Take courage, it is I, don’t be afraid’. ‘It is I’ is ego eimi. In LXX this was also the Name of God revealed to Moses (Exodus 3:14). While it was not Jesus’ intention Matthew does, in a context like this, probably intend his readers to take the hint. Compare ‘the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit’ (Matthew 28:19).

Verse 28
‘And Peter answered him and said, “Lord, if it is you, bid me come to you on the waters.” ’

On hearing Jesus’ words, and no doubt recognising His voice, Peter, with his usual mixture of impetuosity and faith, called out to Him and said, “Lord, if it is you, bid me come to you on the waters.” His confidence in Jesus was such that He had no doubt that the One Who had given him the power to heal the sick and cast out devils could also enable him to walk on the waters that lay between Him and Jesus (in Hebrew ‘waters’ is always plural). But he would only do it once he had the Lord’s assurance that the ability would be given to him. Here was a remarkable indication of both understanding and faith, even if it did not last for long because his faith was insufficient.

‘The waters.’ Peter was probably indicating by this the short stretch of water between the boat and Jesus.

Verse 29
‘And he said, “Come.” And Peter went down from the boat, and walked on the waters to come to Jesus.’

Jesus’ response was to invite him to ‘Come’. So Peter let himself down from the side of the boat and walked on the waters to come to Jesus. And while he kept his eyes on Jesus all went well.

Verse 30
‘But when he saw the wind, he was afraid, and beginning to sink, he cried out, saying, “Lord, save me.” ’

However, having bold faith while standing in the boat was one thing, maintaining it in the face of a strong wind stirring up the waves was another. And he was suddenly seized with fear and began to sink. As usual he had taken on more than he could cope with. We are left to surmise that if there had been no wind, there would have been no problem. The description ‘saw the wind’ (i.e. the effect that it was having) indicates that he took his eyes of Jesus, and that that was when his problems began. Up to that point he had only seen Jesus.

Then Peter called out, “Lord, save me.” But note that there was still faith there. He might not be able to trust himself, but He still knew that the Lord could save him. He knew that the Lord had no fear of the wind.

Verse 31
‘And immediately Jesus stretched out his hand, and took hold of him, and says to him, “O you of little faith, why did you doubt?” ’

The impression we are given is that Peter had almost reached Jesus before he had taken his eyes off Him, for Jesus is able to reach out and take hold of him. And then He gently rebuked him. “O you of little faith, why did you doubt?” It was a reminder that growing though the faith of the disciples was, it was still small compared with what it should be (compare Matthew 17:20).

We must remember, of course, that this description is comparative. The comparison is with the Master Himself. But when we can give evidence in ourselves of the huge faith that Peter had to begin with, we will have a right to point to his little faith. But then we will be too humble to do so. However, until then we can only recognise how much less our faith is than his. Nevertheless the point is made. Believing though the disciples were, they still had a long way to go.

Verse 32
‘And when they were gone up into the boat, the wind ceased.”

Then together they went up to the boat and clambered in, at which point ‘the wind ceased’. Once Jesus was with them in the boat all the problems of the disciples ceased.

Verse 33
‘And those who were in the boat worshipped him, saying, “Of a truth you are the Son of God.” ’

Filled with awe at what they had witnessed those in the boat (seemingly more than just the twelve) ‘worshipped’ Him. And they declared, ‘truly You are the Son of God’. They now had a deeper recognition of His status than ever before. They had broken through from His being a prophet, to His being something more. Truth was beginning to dawn. Yet it arose from the awe of the moment, it was not the more fully fledged faith that Peter would shortly declare in comparison with other great figures of salvation history (Matthew 16:16).

In Matthew such Sonship is more than Messiahship. Only the demons have previously called Jesus ‘the Son of God’ and they were thinking of One superior to themselves in the spiritual world. But God has called Him ‘My beloved Son’ (Matthew 3:17) and Jesus has related Himself as ‘the Son to ‘the Father’ (Matthew 11:27), as well as regularly distinguishing God as ‘My Father’ when having in mind His own authority (Matthew 7:21-22; Matthew 10:32-33).

Mark has here, ‘they were greatly amazed in themselves, for they did not understand concerning the loaves, but their heart was hardened.’ The point is that because their hearts were not receptive they had not realised the significance of the miracle of the loaves and were thus astonished by just such another proof of Jesus’ power over nature. Here we learn what that astonishment resulted in, a recognition of His uniqueness.

Verse 34
‘And when they had crossed over, they came to the land, to Gennesaret.’

We can only imagine the awe of the remainder of that voyage. They would never see Jesus in quite the same way again, for they now had a deeper awareness that He was, in some way that they did not understand, ‘on the divine side of reality’. But eventually they reached land, at Gennesaret, a plain on the north west shores of the Sea of Galilee, although there may have been a village which also bore the name. Up to this point, apart from Capernaum which had become Jesus’ home base, landing places after storms appear to be the only places that Matthew has identified during Jesus’ ministry (compare Matthew 8:28, see also Matthew 15:39). It is as though he remembered these places because he had felt grateful to be ashore again on firm ground. He was after all a tax-gatherer, not a sailor. For the whole see Mark 6:53-56.

Previously when He had ‘crossed over’ He had gone to ‘His own city’ (Matthew 9:1). Perhaps the implication is intended that Capernaum is now also no longer His home. He now has no home (Matthew 12:46-50; Matthew 13:53-58). People must come to Him where He is.

Note on Peter.
The picture given of Peter fits in with all that we know about him, Peter the impetuous, Peter the determined, Peter the expectant, Peter the bold, Peter the failing, Peter who never lets go. He stands out in the Gospel as a leading light among the Apostles, but as one who through his impetuosity often did or said the wrong thing, which is regularly why he is mentioned. Always he leads the way, and regularly he finishes up with egg on his face. (In most groups there is someone like that). Here he ventures to walk on the sea at his own suggestion and ends up half drowning. Elsewhere He boldly asserts that Jesus is the Son of the Living God, and then tries to tell the Son of the Living God what to do, with the result that he ends up by being likened in his behaviour to Satan (Matthew 16:16; Matthew 16:22-23). He is privileged to be on the Mount of Transfiguration, but, feeling that he has to do something, makes an inane suggestion (Matthew 17:4), and is left speechless and flat on his face (Matthew 17:6), with his suggestion simply ignored. He boldly declares that he will never fail Jesus (Matthew 26:33), and fails Him three times (Matthew 26:69-75). Yet no one else would have even thought of venturing on the sea, no one else at the time had the courage to react to what Jesus was saying at all, no one else (apart from the one known to the High Priestly family) ventured to follow Jesus into the High Priest’s courtyard. Once his faith was made stronger his impetuosity and boldness would serve the church well. In any group there is usually a character, and Peter was that character.

Along with James and John he is selected out for the purpose of beholding special incidents (the raising of Jairus’ daughter, the Transfiguration, the prayer in the Garden of Gethsemane), and he alone, as representative of all God’s true people, is conjoined with Jesus in being declared to be sons of God and therefore not due to be treated only as subjects liable to the Temple tax (Matthew 17:24-27).

Nevertheless he is never appointed their leader. Nor does he ever make such a claim. And while he is prominent in Acts, the Apostles are on the whole all seen to act together, while when Paul speaks of those ‘reputed to be pillars’ he lists them as ‘James (the Lord’s brother), Cephas (Peter) and John’ (Galatians 2:9) in that order. It was just that his character constantly brought him to the front, and resulted in him being chosen to make the first moves towards both Jews and Gentiles.

End of note.

Verse 35
‘And when the men of that place knew him, they sent into all that region round about, and brought to him all who were sick,’

On landing at Gennesaret Jesus was recognised by those who lived there, (it was not far from Capernaum) and immediate word was sent out to all the neighbourhood, to tell them that the prophet was here. And the result was that large numbers of people from the whole area flocked to Him. And all brought their sick to Jesus. This is Matthew’s way of indicating that while Israel as a whole might be rejecting Him or turning from Him, and especially the larger towns, those who were sick and needed a physician, whether for body or soul, came to Him. For that was why He had come, to make men whole.

Verse 35-36
The Messianic Signs Continue (14:35-36).
Having fed the new community with ‘bread from Heaven, and having revealed Himself as Lord of sea and storm, thus presenting Himself as their Provider and Protector, Jesus expands His ministry as the Servant Who ‘bore our afflictions and carried our diseases’ (Matthew 8:17), as our Healer. He makes whole all who seek Him. By it He indicates the final perfection available in the Kingly Rule of Heaven. For each healing is a physical indication of the spiritual wholeness that will finally be enjoyed by all who are His, and is available to all who reach out to Him. They will be presented holy, unblameable and unreproveable in His sight (Colossians 1:22).

Note how this summary connects back to those in Matthew 4:23-24; Matthew 8:16; Matthew 9:35-36; Matthew 14:14. Underlying all that is happening His basic Messianic ministry continues. While on the one hand He faces rejection by the leadership and by various town authorities, His spiritual outreach goes on apace. There are thus many who seek Him and believe on Him.

Analysis.
a When the men of that place knew him, they sent into all that region round about, and brought to him all who were sick (Matthew 14:35).

b And they asked him that they might only touch the border of his robe (Matthew 14:36 a).

a And as many as touched were made whole (Matthew 14:36 b).

Note that in ‘a’ they brought all who were sick, and in the parallel all were made whole by touching Him. Centrally in ‘b’ we find the Source of all their healing, which was theirs by ‘coming and believing’ to the bread of life (John 6:35).

Verse 36
‘And they asked him that they might only touch the border of his robe, and as many as touched were made whole.’

And just to touch the hem or tassel on His robe now proved sufficient. It was not that the robe had power, it was that to touch it brought them in touch with the wearer. Such was His power that He reached out through their act of faith and in all cases they were healed. Power went out of Him (Mark 5:30). It should be noted that permission was sought from Jesus. It was not impersonal. The Pharisees would have shrunk from the touch of common people lest they be rendered unclean. But such things mattered not to Jesus. Anyone who touched Him in faith was made clean. The message is that all who come to Him and believe in Him, however faint their touch, will find healing and restoration. This caps off the threefold picture of Him, He feeds, He protects, He makes whole.

15 Chapter 15 

Verse 1
‘Then there come to Jesus from Jerusalem Pharisees and scribes, saying,’

Pharisees and Scribes (learned Teachers of the Law) now come down from Jerusalem to check on Jesus’ activities. It was in fact the responsibility of the Jerusalem Sanhedrin to check up on all who claimed to teach. Now it was Jesus’ turn. Their opposition would bring out the difference between what He had brought and what they could offer.

The adding of the words ‘from Jerusalem’ here heightens the sense of the opposition. He is now being opposed not only by his own country and by Herod, but by Jerusalem itself. Jerusalem was seen by all Jews as the centre of their religion, and as the source of truth. To Jerusalem they sent their Temple tax. To Jerusalem they made their pilgrimages. From Jerusalem they received their religious guidance. It was the centre of the Jewish world. So now Jesus was being opposed by the Teachers at the very centre of Judaism. (Mark mentions previous approaches from Jerusalem (Mark 3:22) which Matthew plays down (Matthew 12:24), but we are probably to see that this is a more official deputation, not just an investigative foray, compare Mark 7:1).

Verses 1-9
The Challenge From Jerusalem (15:1-9).
In chapters 11-12, after the discourse in chapter 10, Matthew had begun by drawing attention to the imprisonment of John (Matthew 11:2), spoke of the opposition of he Pharisees (Matthew 12:1-14), and led on to the approach of the Scribes and Pharisees (Matthew 12:38), now after the discourse in chapter 13 he is repeating the pattern, but with an increase in intensity. He first describes the imprisonment and death of John in Matthew 14:1-12, and he now describes the arrival of Pharisees and Scribesfrom Jerusalem. (Note the change in order of Scribes and Pharisees following Matthew’s regular chiastic method). Their opposition is seen to be hotting up. Now they are no longer just seeking a sign, but are here to challenge His whole approach at what they see as one of the central points in their disagreement, the requirement for ritual washing. Along with the Sabbath, ritual washing was a central feature in their whole system. They had taken up the Scriptural teaching on washing with water and had expanded it into a daily process. It was their way of daily maintaining their ‘purity’ in the face of an ‘unclean’ world, because they saw themselves as God’s own people and separated off from both the riff raff among the Jews who ‘did not keep the Law’, and from the Gentiles who had no Law, and as therefore needing to maintain their separateness. But it was a ritually obtained separation, not a genuine separation in holiness of life. And as far as Jewish readers were involved it was necessary to demonstrate how Jesus had dealt with this question before progressing to His ministry to the Gentiles in Matthew 15:21 following. For otherwise they would have asked themselves how He could so easily accept Gentiles.

The importance of the passage is enormous because it emphasises that all tradition must be judged against the Scriptures. Jesus was counteracting what He saw as the latest ‘heresies’ by appeal to the Scriptures as the sole determining authority of what could be required of a man in God’s Name. He wanted to break through the surface ritual to the heart, and to bring out that what should be of most concern was right moral living springing from a true faith in God.

The passages that follow can also be seen as an illustration of the difference between ‘the righteousness of the Scribes and Pharisees’ and the righteousness required by Jesus (compare Matthew 5:20, and see also chapter 23), the former mainly ritualistic, the latter requiring obedience to God’s moral requirements.

Analysis.
a Then there come to Jesus from Jerusalem Pharisees and scribes, saying, “Why do your disciples transgress the tradition of the elders? For they do not wash their hands when they eat bread” (Matthew 15:1-2).

b And He answered and said to them, “Why do you also transgress the commandment of God because of your tradition?” (Matthew 15:3).

c “For God said, ‘Honour your father and your mother’ (Matthew 15:4 a).

d And, ‘He who speaks evil of father or mother, let him die the death’.” (Matthew 15:4 b).

d “But you say, ‘Whoever shall say to his father or his mother, That by which you might have benefited from me is given to God’ (Matthew 15:5).

c “He need not honour his father” (Matthew 15:6 a).

b “And you have made void the word of God because of your tradition” (Matthew 15:6 b).

a “You hypocrites, well did Isaiah prophesy of you, saying, ‘This people honour me with their lips, but their heart is far from me. But in vain do they worship me, teaching as their doctrines the precepts of men’ ” (Matthew 15:7-9).

Note that in ‘a’ Jesus is accused of transgressing the traditions of men, and in the parallel Jesus retaliates that their traditions of men are precisely that, and therefore their worship is in vain. In ‘b’ He accuses them of transgressing the commandment of God by their tradition, and in the parallel of voiding the word of God by their tradition. In ‘c’ He declares that God’s command is that they honour father and mother, and in the parallel their behaviour says that they need no honour their father. In ‘d’ to speak evil of father and mother is to incur the judgment, and in the parallel he describes how they speak evil towards their father and mother.

Verse 2
“Why do your disciples transgress the tradition of the elders? For they do not wash their hands when they eat bread.”

The challenge of the deputation was immediately concerning what they saw as His most important failure, that of maintaining ritual purity among His disciples in accordance with the rules laid down by the Elders (leading men of old) of the past. Their charge was not against Him as such, which suggests that He usually (although not always - Luke 11:38) scrupulously sought to follow the principles that they saw as necessary. He did not want to cause offence unnecessarily. The charge here was that He was lax in not ensuring that His disciples did the same, and must therefore take responsibility for it.

This was not describing a hygienic washing of hands to remove dirt, but a formal ceremony of pouring water over the hands in a certain way which was thought to remove ritual defilement resulting from contact with defiled people or things, and was repeated throughout the meal. The belief was apparently that ritual ‘uncleanness’ obtained through contact with an ‘unclean’ world (which did not ritually purify itself) could be passed on to the food, which when eaten then made the inside of a man ‘unclean’. This was not Scriptural teaching. It took Scriptural teaching to extremes. The closest the Scriptures came to this was that eating an animal that ‘died of itself’ rather than being properly slaughtered resulted in uncleanness. But there it was temporary uncleanness. The Pharisees saw the world as permanently unclean and feared partaking of that uncleanness when they ate. They overlooked the fact that Scripture had been concerned by its laws of uncleanness to inculcate wholesomeness of living to a fairly unsophisticated people, and to indicate that all that was in one way or another connected with death was unwholesome. They had instead turned the world into a permanently ritually unclean place.

Note on the Washing of Hands.
‘They do not wash their hands.’ This lay at the centre of the argument. It was not, of course, a question of whether to wash the hands before meals for hygienic purposes (although it undoubtedly aided hygiene), but was rather a question of ritual washing to remove ‘religious defilement’, that is, what resulted from contact with what was ritually doubtful and ceremonially unclean. Indeed they laid great stress on these requirements. But in fact this particular ritual washing described here was an addition to the Law, for it was nowhere commanded in the Old Testament.

So rather than being excited about this new interest in God which was being aroused by Jesus, and the new sense of sin which was bringing men to repentance and morally and spiritually changing their lives, they had come to drag Jesus down into the pool of detailed ritualism.

Of what then did such defilement consist? To the Pharisees all Gentiles were unclean for a start, for they did not observe any of the rules of ‘cleanness’ and ‘uncleanness’ (Leviticus 11-15) and were not careful about contact with dead things. Furthermore anything touched by them also became unclean (hollow vessels only if touched on the inside). And similar defilement was seen, although not to the same extent, as being connected with ‘sinners’. A ‘sinner’ was someone who did not tithe rightly or who did not follow the strict purification requirements of the Pharisees, or someone whose occupation resulted in regular uncleanness (e.g. a tanner). Thus while such people may mainly have observed the requirements of the Books of Moses, they did not do so in the terms laid down by the Pharisees. To come in contact with either of these two groups, Gentiles and ‘sinners’, was thus to be defiled. So their views necessarily excluded them from close contact with the majority of people.

According to them if a man went to the marketplace he may well accidentally be ‘contaminated’ by contact with such people (although he would make every effort to avoid them) and would therefore need afterwards to make himself clean in accordance with the teachings of the Pharisees. But the idea had been added that that uncleanness could then be passed on to the food that they ate and thus become internal. In order to avoid this therefore they needed to follow out the procedures for ritual washing before they ate each part of their meals. It was a world of religious isolation.

It should be carefully observed that this argument is not about the strict Levitical requirements with respect to cleanness. The Levitical requirements were mainly involved in a rather complicated way with the avoidance of anything tainted by death (or blood). God was the living God, and the wholesome way was the way of life. So anyone who touched a dead body became unclean, as did anyone who touched a woman after child birth or a skin-diseased person, or a woman during her period, or a leper, or an unclean animal. And anyone who touched anyone who had touched any of these was unclean, and so on. If such an unclean person had touched cups, or pots (measures) or brass vessels these utensils too might have become unclean depending on where they were touched. These too had to be specially cleansed. And of course, if there was any doubt at all they had to be cleansed. In some cases, such as contact specifically with death, the cleansing took seven days, for others it only lasted until the evening, but these ideas were not primarily what the argument was about. Both sets of people, disciples and Pharisees, conformed with these requirements. There was no dispute about that. It was the question of daily ritual washings of the hands that was in question here, and whether a man could become ‘unclean’ as a result of the food that he ate, and of whether such things should be central to the teaching concerning the Kingly Rule of God.

The Pharisees believed that because of the possibility of unknown contamination by persons who were ritually unclean, and the way that that could be passed on, it was necessary to wash both before every meal and in between courses. And this involved a very complicated process. The water for washing had to be taken from large stone jars which had been kept ‘clean’ so that the water itself was kept clean. Such water could be used for no other purpose. First all dirt had to be removed (a good principle). Then the hands might be held with the fingers pointed upwards and water was poured over them and had to run down to at least the wrist. Then while the hands were wet each had to be cleansed, seemingly with ‘the fist’ of the other. Probably by the joint action of rubbing the palm over the fist. But the water was now unclean so the hands were then held downwards and water poured over them again so that it began at the wrists and ran off the end of the fingers. That was one way of doing it. Alternately this might all be done by dipping the hands up to the wrist in a vessel containing clean water, again apparently rubbing on ‘the fist’. Then the hands were clean.

And if you went on a journey you had to ensure that you had the means to do this. This was what the Pharisees required, and this was what these accused disciples had failed to do (the phrase ‘your disciples’ may not necessarily mean that the twelve were included. ‘Disciples’ can mean the twelve, but it can also include the wider group. It is not a strictly defined number).

‘The traditions of the elders.’ These included past decisions of scribes, some made long before the time of Christ, on the teaching in the first five books of the Bible (‘The Torah or Law’). These formed the oral law and were remembered by rote and passed on, and would subsequently be recorded (as considerably expanded later) in the Mishnah in the second century AD. They covered many aspects of life in great detail and had to be assiduously learned by the pious Jew to ensure he always did the ‘right’ thing. The question was not necessarily of being morally right as we shall see, but of being religiously right. There were over six hundred of these ‘instructions’. Some were very helpful, but others were at the best pedantic and at the worst ridiculous. (So by citing some of these instructions we can make the Rabbis appear very wise, for they said some very sensible things, or totally foolish because they had often allowed themselves to stray into saying things that seemed right at the time but were in fact rather inane, as can so easily happen to regulations when pressed too far).

What began as a helpful interpretation of Scripture had slowly developed into a hotchpotch of regulations which so interpreted the Law as to make it seemingly attainable, although only with great effort, and crowded out consideration of more important matters. And sadly it was often a manipulation of the Law in order to enable them to ‘keep the covenant’ faithfully, and establish their own righteousness to their own satisfaction.

Paul had been like this. He pointed out that he had striven to attain ‘the righteousness of the Law’ and had seen himself as almost there, as blameless (Philippians 3:6). And then he had come across the commandment, “You shall not covet” and had looked in his heart and had discovered that he was still guilty (Romans 7:7), and that all his carefully built up righteousness had come crashing down. He had recognised that all his careful observances of ritual law had not made his heart and will pure, and that all his efforts had therefore been in vain.

End of note.

Verse 3
‘And he answered and said to them, “Why do you also transgress the commandment of God because of your tradition?”

The Scribes had asked Him why He transgressed the traditions of the great elders of the past, the revered Teachers of old. As mentioned above these were, among other things, Rabbinic interpretations of the Law (that is, pronouncements by Teachers as to what the Law required), and in the case in point had in mind ritual washings. His counter-reply was powerful. ‘Why did they transgress the commandmentsof Godby following those traditions?’. His point is that it was far more important to follow God’s clearly stated commandment than to follow doubtful traditions of men, and especially so when that tradition actually contradicts the Law. And He then proceeds to give an example

Verse 4
“For God said, ‘Honour your father and your mother’, and, ‘He who speaks evil of father or mother, let him die the death’.”

He points out that God had declared that a man must honour his father and mother and must not say anything that might result in their harm. Indeed were they to do so they should be subject to capital punishment. Theoretically all his listeners would have agreed with those injunctions. Had He stopped there they would all have solemnly agreed that they believed that as well. But He then points out that in fact they were failing to keep these injunctions because of certain rulings that they had passed, thus invalidating God’s word.

Verse 5-6
a “But you say, ‘Whoever shall say to his father or his mother, ‘That by which you might have benefited from me is given to God’, he need not honour his father.”

He points to one ruling whereby a man could withhold his wealth from helping his father and mother. By dedicating his wealth to the Temple in terms of an oath (without actually having to give anything, and ensuring that the oath would at some time terminate) he could point out that he could no longer give it away to them because it was the Temple’s. For the rule was that while he could use for himself what was kept under oath, he could not give it away. However, Jesus said, the use of the Temple in this way was to make a mockery of God’s commandment. They were using faithfulness to the very God Who had commanded them to honour father and mother as a reason why they should not do so, and that not honestly, but as a result of deviousness. This is, of course, a simplification of the situation, but as there was no comeback it would seem that they could not deny the truth of what He was saying. Thus clearly some such behaviour was well known. The Rabbis would indeed later legislate so that this excuse could no longer be used, possibly recognising the truth in what Jesus had said.

Verse 6
“And you have made void the word of God because of your tradition.”

Thus, He declares, they have made God’s clear word void by their own tradition. They have avoided a clear command of God, by making use of their tradition.

Verses 7-9
“You hypocrites, well did Isaiah prophesy of you, saying, “This people honour me with their lips, but their heart is far from me. But in vain do they worship me, Teaching as their doctrines the precepts of men.”

He then brings His verdict on them from the Scriptures. Once again it is Isaiah that is in mind and specifically cited. For Isaiah had spoken of men who honoured God with their lips, while being far from Him and His will in their hearts, just like these men were. They talked as though God meant a great deal to them, and then behaved as if He meant nothing at all. And Isaiah had then declared that because of it their worship was in vain, because the teaching that they taught was that of men, not of God.

‘Of you.’ That is, of you who claim to be God’s people Israel. He is conjoining His hearers with those of old, for the Scriptures speak to all. They were no different in this way than their forefathers.

The quotation is probably based on a Hebrew text available to Matthew which was fairly close to that on which LXX was based, examples of which are found at Qumran.

‘You hypocrites.’ They pretended one thing, while the truth was quite different. They put on a show of godliness without it being true godliness.

Jesus Stresses That It Is What Is Within A Man That Defiles Him, And Not What Enters Him From Outside.
Jesus now goes to the root of the question of religious defilement. The Pharisees saw it in terms of the laws of cleanness and uncleanness, and by applying those to their utmost limit. Jesus in contrast stresses that such things affect men little. What is most important to God is what is within a man, the things which fashion his attitudes and behaviour.

The fact must not be overlooked that the laws of cleanness and uncleanness (e.g. Leviticus 11-15) had been very important to Israel. They had not only undoubtedly prevented a good deal of disease, but they had inculcated the ideas of positive uprightness and wholesomeness of life. At one end of the spectrum was the living God, at the other was death and unwholesomeness. The One was to be approached, and they must seek to be like Him, and the other was to be avoided. In days when hygienic cleanliness had been very much a secondary consideration, especially under the conditions in which men in those days lived, this had made Israel unique among the nations as a nation that sought after wholesomeness. But by the time of Jesus this had become no longer quite so relevant. What was now more important was what was in men’s hearts. And that is what Jesus now proceeds to deal with.

But nothing brings out more the sensible nature of the laws of uncleanness than working in a hospital. Let the standards of ‘cleanliness’ drop and the hospital becomes a place of death, just as could so easily have happened to the camp of Israel. The difference is that we recognise better the reasons that in this case lie behind it.

a And he called to him the crowd, and said to them, “Hear, and understand” (Matthew 15:10).

b “It is not what enters into the mouth which defiles the man” (Matthew 15:11 a).

c “But what proceeds out of the mouth, this defiles the man” (Matthew 15:11 b).

d Then the disciples came, and said to him, “Do you know that the Pharisees were offended, when they heard this saying?” (Matthew 15:12).

e But he answered and said, “Every plant which my heavenly Father did not plant, will be rooted up” (Matthew 15:13).

f “Let them alone. They are blind guides” (Matthew 15:14 a).

e “And if the blind guide the blind, both will fall into a pit” (Matthew 15:14 b).

d And Peter answered and said to him, “Declare to us the parable.” And he said, “Are you also even yet without understanding?” (Matthew 15:15-16).

c “Do you not perceive that whatever goes into the mouth passes into the digestive system, and is cast out into the draught? But the things which proceed out of the mouth come forth out of the heart; and they defile the man. For out of the heart come forth evil thoughts, murders, adulteries, fornications, thefts, false witness, railings. These are the things which defile the man” (17-19b).

b “But to eat with unwashed hands does not defile the man” (Matthew 15:20 b).

a And Jesus went out from there, and withdrew into the parts of Tyre and Sidon

Note that in ‘a’ He called to Him the crowds, and in the parallel He went from there and withdrew. In ‘b’ He declares that what enters the mouth does not defile a man, while in the parallel eating with unwashed hands does not defile a man. In ‘c’ it is what proceeds from the mouth that defiles a man, and in the parallel a full explanation of why that is so is given. In ‘d’ the Pharisees are said to have stumbled at this saying, and in the parallel the disciples also want an explanation. In ‘e’ the Pharisees have not been planted by His heavenly Father and will be rooted up, and in the parallel they are blind guides and will fall into the pit. Centrally the Pharisees are to be left alone because they are blind guides.

Verse 10
‘And he called to him the crowd, and said to them, “Hear, and understand.” ’

Jesus first calls the crowd, who have been aware of His spat with the Pharisees and Scribes, but who had probably been standing back out of respect for them. After all these were the great Teachers of the Law. And He calls them to come and listen to what He now has to say. He stresses to them the necessity for deep thought. They are to listen, and make sure that they understand. It is as important as that. For if they do not they will continue with their old superstitions.

Verse 11
“It is not what enters into the mouth which defiles the man, but what proceeds out of the mouth, this defiles the man.”

Genuine religious defilement in the eyes of God is not caused by what men eat, but by what is inside a man and comes out in what he says. As He has previously warned, ‘For every idle word that a man shall speak, he will give account of it in the Day of Judgment’ (Matthew 12:36). It is such words that reveal what is truly in a man’s heart. If the question is, ‘How are we to tell what a man is really like?’, the reply is, ‘Listen, not to his prepared words, but to his idle words’, his words spoken when he is off guard. Then we will know what is truly in his heart.

So Jesus is bringing out the lesson that the most defiling thing about a man is his sinfulness. It is found in what he thinks, and reasons and wills. It is not found in what has been made unclean by touch. By this Jesus was seeking to turn people from an obsession with religious ritual, to genuine godliness of living. His point is that God was most pleased when His people lived righteously and compassionately, as the prophets had constantly said. (See e.g. Isaiah 1:11-20; Micah 6:8).

Verse 12
Then the disciples came, and said to him, “Do you know that the Pharisees were offended, when they heard this saying?” ’

The disciples then approached Jesus and explained to Him that He had ‘offended’ the Pharisees. They had clearly not dared to face Him with it, for they could not confute what He said, and they were afraid that He might say more. But they spoke loudly enough behind His back. His words had, as it were, ‘tripped them up’ and ‘made them stumble’ (skandalizo), with the result that they were furiously angry. The disciples were concerned because they had still not fully lost their awe of the Pharisees and the Scribes, for from earliest days they had been brought up to respect and admire them as godly men. Thus they possibly felt that Jesus was offending them unnecessarily. But Jesus knew that what was now in the balance was the whole of what He had come to do. There was no question of compromise here.

The Pharisees and Scribes were at this stage taking Judaism up a side road of ritualistic practise that could only lead to a dead end of total sterility, something that they were partly saved from by the destruction of Jerusalem which brought about a total rethink of their position, and probably, although they would have hated to admit it, partly by the influence of Jesus, for some would certainly have taken note of His strictures and recognised the truth in them sufficiently to partly revise their views, even if not wholly. Thus while ritual still retained great importance, they did not in the end lose sight of the importance of moral behaviour towards non-Jews.

Verse 13
‘But he answered and said, “Every plant which my heavenly Father did not plant, will be rooted up.” ’

Jesus reply here may well have had the parable of the tares (darnel) in mind (Matthew 13:38-40). Every plant which has not been planted by His heavenly Father must be rooted up, (for those planted by the Lord see Psalms 1:3; Isaiah 60:21; Isaiah 61:3; For rooting up see Ezekiel 17:9). When it came to God’s truth there was no place for the Pharisees unless they changed their whole attitude. Men must now turn from the ritual which had been built up to a full response to the Kingly Rule of Heaven. Thus unless the Pharisees came under the Kingly Rule of Heaven by responding to Him, they would have to be removed from their place.

God’s solution, however, is simple (if difficult) and is described here. Look at what comes out of the inner man in behaviour. If that is right other things will begin to fall into place. But if that is wrong, all the rest is a waste of time. There can be no true religion without true morality. God's solution, however, is simple (if difficult) and is described here. Look at what comes out of the inner man in behaviour. If that is right other things will begin to fall into place. But if that is wrong, all the rest is a waste of time. There can be no true religion without true morality.

Here then was a clear indication that Pharisaic belief as a whole was not of God’s planting. What was required therefore was a turning back to the Scriptures. It was those who responded to God’s true Servant, and who obeyed Him and His words, who would become ‘trees of righteousness, the planting of the Lord’ (Isaiah 61:3). For they would reveal the true righteousness. They would be the ‘sons of the Kingly Rule’ who were planted by God (Matthew 13:38), who would ‘seek first the Kingly Rule of God and His righteousness’ (Matthew 6:33). It was they, who served God from the heart, who were really doing what God wanted.

Verse 14
“Let them alone. They are blind guides. And if the blind guide the blind, both will fall into a pit.”

In contrast the Pharisees must be left to themselves, for they are blind guides, and anyone who follows them will, with them, fall into a ditch. It would seem that the Pharisees did actually claim to be ‘guides to the blind’. But Jesus’ picture is vivid. There was a great deal of blindness in the ancient world, and very little help for the blind. The blind very often did lead the blind, for no one else would. And the consequence would often be disastrous for there were many unseen pits around. In the same way, says Jesus, these men who claimed that they could see, and who offered to lead those who were religiously blind, were in fact blind and would only lead men into a spiritual ditch. And that is why He was revealing their blindness. ‘For judgment I came into this world, that those who see not might see, and that those who see may become (be revealed as) blind’ (see John 9:39-41). This idea of spiritual blindness is a constant theme of Jesus (Matthew 13:15; Matthew 23:16; Matthew 23:24; John 9:39-41), as it was of the prophets.

Verse 15
‘And Peter answered and said to him, “Declare to us the parable.” ’

That the disciples were wrestling with this problem was understandable. For years they had grown up believing that in general the Pharisees’ way was the right way, even if they had nor fully followed it. They had grown up recognising the importance of ritual for their lives as being of prime importance. It was therefore difficult for them to thrust all that aside and see everything from a new perspective. And if they were to do so they must ensure that they had got it right. So Peter, on their behalf, bravely speaks up again, asks for an explanation of Jesus’ words, and has to take the gentle rebuke addressed to them all. Here ‘parable’ simply means ‘a saying’, although a saying with an inner meaning. The problem was, what did Jesus really mean?

Verse 16
‘And he said, “Are you also even yet without understanding?” ’

Jesus words are a gentle rebuke to them all. Do they still not understand after all this time. Are they still so bound to ritualistic ideas? The cloak of ritualism is hard to throw off, for it gives comfort to men even when they do not deserve comfort. But ritual is intended to turn men’s hearts and minds away from itself to the lessons that lie behind it. Once it becomes an end in itself it is dead, and ministers death. And that was what had happened with many of the Pharisees. The doctrine of the need for the washing of hands so as to prevent uncleanness passing through the mouth into a person was totally false and based on false conceptions.

Verse 17
“Do you not perceive that whatever goes into the mouth passes into the digestive system, and is cast out into the draught?”

So His disciples need to recognise that when something is eaten it goes through the digestive system, and that what then remains, leaves their bodies as waste and goes into the latrine. It takes no uncleanness in and it leaves no uncleanness behind. Thus it cannot cause religious defilement. (This has nothing to do with whether it can cause physical problems). So the idea that food can pass on religious contamination is to be seen as a fallacy.

Verse 18
“But the things which proceed out of the mouth come forth out of the heart; and they defile the man.”

On the other hand the things which can really defile a man religiously and morally (parallel ideas in those days) are the things that are revealed by what comes from the mouth in the words that a man speaks (compare Matthew 12:36-37). For it is they which come from the heart, and demonstrate what is in the heart. They, as it were, reproduce what is in the inner man.

‘Out of the mouth.’ This is in contrast with what goes in at the mouth earlier. What comes out of the mouth reveals the evil thoughts of men. The list that follows does not specifically keep the mouth in mind, but Jesus was well aware that in the end all these sins would in one way or another result in words which would reveal an evil heart.

Verse 19
“For out of the heart come forth evil thoughts, murders, adulteries, fornications, thefts, false witness, railings.”

Here ‘evil thoughts’ is probably a summary of what is then given in detail. Thus the idea here is that evil thoughts come from the ‘heart’ (that is, from the mind and will and inner being of a man). And that these evil thoughts then reveal themselves in such behaviour as murder, adultery, all sexually irresponsible behaviour, theft, and false witness. Note that here in Matthew these follow the order of the second section of the ten commandments, and much of what is in the Sermon on the Mount in chapter 5. They are then followed by ‘railings’ (‘blasphemia’ - injurious speech whether of God or men) which replaces ‘covetousness’, but this may contain within it the idea that men do in fact rail against God and man because they do not get what they want. Thus their covetousness is revealed by what comes from their mouths. All this includes the idea in James that the tongue can be ‘a little member --- set on fire by Hell’ (James 3:5-6) because of the harm that it can do. Notice also that adultery has been expanded to include all irresponsible sexual behaviour. Men murder, and hate, and destroy each other, and as they do so their tongues will reveal it in various ways. And they behave sexually irresponsibly, and steal, and cheat, and cannot be trusted, and belabour others and thereby again reveal themselves for what they are. And all of them will in one way or another result in words that come from the mouth. So it is not the world that contaminates them. It is they who contaminate the world.

Thus it is the evil thoughts within a person, which result in evil actions and in evil words, which are the true measure of uncleanness.

Verse 20
“These are the things which defile the man. But to eat with unwashed hands does not defile the man.”

It is such things that really defile a person. But eating with unwashed hands (while not a good idea hygienically) cannot defile the inner man. Thus Jesus is saying that the Pharisees are concentrating attention in the wrong place. They think of themselves as pure, and as all the problems being outside in the ‘world’. Thus they think that by ritual they will be able to keep themselves acceptable to God. But the truth is the opposite. The real problem with ‘uncleanness’ is that it is within our hearts because we are ‘evil’ (Matthew 7:11; Matthew 7:17-18; Matthew 9:4; Matthew 12:34), that is, are ungodlike, and ruled by passion and prejudice and false belief. It is true that we are to keep ourselves free from the taint of the world (1 John 2:15-17) but in the end our main problem is with ourselves. Thus while we do need cleansing, it will not be accomplished with water. For in fact in the Old Testament water never ‘cleanses’. Unless conjoined with sacrifices water is only ever preparatory to cleansing and ‘bathing’ is regularly accompanied by the phrase ‘and will not be clean until the evening’. Thus the Pharisees had actually to twist a basic premise of Scripture in order to suit their purpose.

‘But to eat with unwashed hands does not defile the man.’ As Matthew often does he sums up by referring back to what started the incident (see Matthew 15:2). Compare Matthew 12:45 with Matthew 12:39; Matthew 16:12 with Matthew 16:6. He is not suggesting that the whole incident has been limited to this question, but that the initial question has been answered.

Note On Cleanness and Uncleanness.
It will be noted that Jesus is not here commenting on the Levitical laws of cleanness and uncleanness which are not in question. Nor is He oversetting them. He is concerned with a ritual which has grown up in the tradition, which is actually misrepresenting the significance of the genuine ritual. He considers therefore that the attitude of the Pharisees towards ritual is basically at fault. Thus He does not discuss which ritual is valid and which is not. Rather His answer gets to the root of the question as to what should be of prime importance in a person’s life with God. Given that a person wants to please God, and be pleasing to Him, His whole point is that the Pharisees’ concentration on the wrong things has led them totally astray. They have made ritual the arbiter of everything else, and in order to bolster their position have introduced false ritual. In their view it is right ritual that determines people’s standing with God. He on the other hand makes the attitude of the heart central. His point is that God looks not at the externals but at the heart (1 Samuel 16:7). The purpose of any ritual was, in fact, to make people have the right attitude of heart. While it accomplishes that, therefore, it may be retained. But the logic of that is that once the ritual failed in bringing about the right attitude of heart it should be dispensed with, which is why later that is what happened. Once people had in Jesus the Great Example (Hebrews 12:1-2), the lesser examples could fall away, and that would then include the wider ritual also.

The Scribes and Pharisees had introduced the new ritual of the washing of hands because they had the wrong idea about the ritual. Nowhere had the old ritual suggested that men were constantly being defiled day by day, as a result of general contacts. It had dealt with uncleanness arising from specific known cases. Nor had it suggested that that uncleanness could be removed by bathing in water. Bathing in water was in fact preparatory to other methods of dealing with uncleanness. It removed external dirt from the flesh (compare 1 Peter 3:21) so that men could then wait on God. There was in fact no instant way of removing ritual uncleanness. Such removal always required the passage of time.

The purpose of the laws of cleanness and uncleanness was in order to bring out the wholesomeness and perfection of the living God. At the other end of the spectrum was the sphere of death and unwholesomeness. Within the spectrum were different levels of uncleanness which related to death and blood, and different levels of unwholesomeness. Its purpose was in order to encourage people to live wholesome lives, and to avoid what was unwholesome. Thus clean creatures lived in the right sphere and avoided the dust of death. Unclean creatures lived in unwholesome spheres and were connected with the dust of death. Skin disease was a living death and must not come within the camp. Sexual excretions were a giving out of life, thus rendering a person closer to death, or in the case of blood were a direct giving out of life. Eating animals whose blood had not been offered to God was to partake of death. To touch what was dead resulted in being contaminated by death. And so on. But in most cases, once an unclean situation had been remedied, being restored simply mainly required the passage of a certain length of time in isolation after washing in water, sometimes connected with other ritual.

Jesus did not criticise these ideas. To Him wholesome living was important. It was a very different matter when He considered the ideas of the Scribes and Pharisees. They contributed not to wholesomeness but to superstition and prejudice, and suggested that water could wash away uncleanness. However, there is no doubt that His treatment of their misrepresentation brought out the non-necessity for the laws of uncleanness (as Mark 7:19 b discerns) once His own death and resurrection had produced a better example for men to look to. People who could look to the crucified and risen Christ no longer needed examples of wholesomeness and unwholesomeness. In that they had all the lessons that they needed. Thus in Acts 10 God revealed to Peter that the laws of uncleanness need no longer apply.

End of note.

Verse 21
‘And Jesus went out from there, and withdrew into the parts of Tyre and Sidon.’

Aware of opposition growing all around Jesus now withdrew again and moved into the areas around Tyre and Sidon. These were in non-Jewish territory to the north of Palestine, and outside the jurisdiction of Herod and the influence of the Jerusalem Scribes. Tyre and Sidon were two seaports on the Mediterranean coast in Phoenicia. Jesus had earlier spoken of them as cities which would have believed had they seen the Messianic works performed that were performed in Chorazin and Bethsaida (Matthew 11:21-22). This may in fact be partly why Matthew mentions their names, for now one of their residents will be given that opportunity, but the main reason is in order to signal the new turn that Jesus’ ministry is taking. From now on He will spend much less time in Galilee.

It will have been noticed that (except in the mouth of Jesus - Matthew 11:21-24; Matthew 12:41) Matthew names no towns apart from Capernaum. He seems rather to favour districts, and even then it is seemingly in order to indicate movement between Jewish and Gentile territory. That is the case with this reference to the parts of Tyre and Sidon. Other similar references are as follows:

‘Coming to the other side into the country of the Gadarenes’ (Matthew 8:28). Here He was coming to Gentile territory, and from there they ‘crossed over and came to His own city’ (Matthew 9:1), which explains how He returned to Galilee.

‘Crossing over they came to the land, to Gennesaret’ in Galilee (Matthew 14:34). This indicates that they had come from Gentile territory, which they had reached earlier by boat (Matthew 14:13), and which was on ‘the other side’ (Matthew 14:22).

‘Entering into the boat they came into the borders of Magadan’ (Matthew 15:39). This again indicates that they had come from Gentile territory, territory which had been reached after leaving Tyre and Sidon, by going via ‘the Sea of Galilee’ (Matthew 15:29) and the regions of Decapolis (Mark 7:31).

‘The disciples came to the other side -- Jesus came into the parts of Caesarea Philippi’ (Matthew 16:5; Matthew 16:13). This again indicates a venture into Gentile territory, after which they returned to Galilee (Matthew 17:22).

This suggests that the reason for mentioning the names is so as to indicate when He is in Gentile territory. This being the case it points to four visits to Gentile territory, Matthew 8:28 to Matthew 9:1; Matthew 14:13-34; Matthew 15:21-39; Matthew 16:13 to Matthew 17:22. Thus this one that now follows is the third, and longest such visit. It will be noted that in Matthew (but not in Mark) ‘the other side’ is always in Gentile territory.

Verse 22
‘And behold, a Canaanitish woman came out from those borders, and cried, saying, “Have mercy on me, O Lord, you son of David. My daughter is grievously vexed with a demon.” ’

While Jesus was in the region of Tyre and Sidon a woman came from her home and approached the area where He was. The fact that she ‘cried out’ and that later the disciples said that she ‘cries after us’ (Matthew 15:23) suggests that she did not come too close. Perhaps as a Canaanite and a woman she was afraid to approach a Jewish prophet. But she was nevertheless not to be denied, and she cried, “Have mercy on me, O Lord, you son of David. My daughter is grievously vexed with a demon.”

Matthew alone calls her a Canaanite, and to Jewish readers that would speak volumes. For the Canaanites were the hereditary enemies of Israel, and were forbidden any part in the congregation of Israel. They were either to be driven out or cut off. Thus this woman had less right even than the Gentiles to expect help from a Jewish prophet.

Her cry to Him as ‘the Son of David’ in connection with a case of demon possession suggests that she connected Him with Solomon, who had had close ties with Tyre and Sidon, and who had a reputation for remedies which aided those possessed by evil spirits (see Titles of Jesus in the Introduction). He too was regularly called a ‘son of David’. This is in fact more likely than that she was specifically using a Messianic title, although to many Jews it may well have been a Messianic title, for it is found as such in the Psalms of Solomon. Thus this may be seen as one of a number of examples in Scripture of ‘unconscious prophecy’. For the title with ‘Lord’ added compare Matthew 20:30-31, and contrast Matthew 9:27. On her lips ‘Lord’ used in this way must be given a high significance. It was the Gentile way of addressing supreme rulers and deities. She is thus paying Jesus due honour, and acknowledging His high status and connections.

Verses 22-28
Jesus Begins To Move Towards The Gentiles (15:22-28).
Jesus now moves for safety and quiet towards Tyre and Sidon. There were many Jews in the area who had shown an interest in hearing Him (see Mark 3:8; Luke 6:17) and it may be that it was His intention to minister to them. But it may simply be that He was only wanting rest and quiet (Mark 7:24). Then, however, if we take His own words as genuinely representing His thinking, He had a ‘life-changing’ experience. For He was approached by a Canaanite woman and her words brought home to Him that he must now expand His ministry. It appears that He realised from this experience that His Father was now showing Him that He must go among the Gentiles, (in fulfilment of Matthew 12:18; Matthew 12:21; Isaiah 42:1-4; Isaiah 42:6; Isaiah 49:6). It was not a question of having come to a decision and then changing His mind, but of a willingness to wait for an indication from the Father as to what He should do, something that we should all constantly do when facing difficult decisions, especially spiritual ones.

Analysis.
a And behold, a Canaanitish woman came out from those borders, and cried, saying, “Have mercy on me, O Lord, you son of David. My daughter is grievously vexed with a demon” (Matthew 15:22).

b But he answered her not a word. And his disciples came and begged him, saying, “Send her away, for she continually calls after us” (Matthew 15:23).

c And he answered and said, “I was not sent but to the lost sheep of the house of Israel” (Matthew 15:24).

d But she came and worshipped him, saying, “Lord, help me” (Matthew 15:25).

c And he answered and said, “It is not right to take the children’s bread and throw it to the dogs” (Matthew 15:26).

b But she said, “Yes, Lord, for even the dogs eat of the crumbs which fall from their masters’ table” (Matthew 15:27).

a Then Jesus answered and said to her, “O woman, great is your faith. Be it done to you even as you wish.” And her daughter was healed from that hour (Matthew 15:28).

Note that in ‘a’ the woman pleads for the healing of her daughter, and in the parallel Jesus grants her healing in response to her faith. In ‘b’ Jesus does not answer her and the disciples call for her to be sent away, and in the parallel her plea is the right to be heard and to come near because she is like a pet dog coming to its master’s table. In ‘c’ Jesus points out that He has come only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel, and in the parallel He points out that He has brought the children’s bread which is not for others. Centrally in ‘d’ she worships Him and cries, ‘Lord, help me’.

Verse 23
‘But he answered her not a word. And his disciples came and begged him, saying, “Send her away, for she continually calls after us.” ’

Jesus did not answer her. We should note in this regard that she was not addressing Him face to face but calling from a distance, so that there was nothing impolite about it. No doubt in fact Jesus often heard people calling things out from a distance, and could not respond to all who did so. But there was another time when Jesus did not answer, and that was in the case of the woman taken in adultery (John 8:6). It suggests therefore deep thought in the face of a dilemma. He was not quite sure what to do, for the reason shortly to be given, and was no doubt praying to His Father for guidance. Meanwhile she continued to call after them, and the disciples seemingly saw no reason why He should not do as she asked and send her away. Indeed they were clearly getting very embarrassed. They were in foreign parts and she was drawing too much attention to them.

Verse 24
‘And he answered and said, “I was not sent but to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.” ’

Jesus then turned in response to His disciples’ requests and gave the reason for His lack of response. He declared, “I was not sent but to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.” (Compare for these words the commentary on Matthew 10:6). But what did He mean by this, and why did He say it at this moment? It in fact points to His dilemma.

· If He does what this woman asks He will be opening the way to many Gentiles who will then feel that they too can bring their sick ones to be healed by the Jewish prophet. Thus He will begin to be seen as a healer, and not as a Jewish Prophet. And credit for the healings will then be given to their own gods, a complete contradiction to His mission.

· The consequences could then be that the ministry to those who are aware of their ‘lostness’ in Israel, the healing of whom is the purpose for which He was sent, will be hindered. In their eyes His ministry will be tarnished.

Thus He feels that what this woman is asking is outside His mission, and it was something that required deep thought. It had been one thing to heal Gentiles who were in deep sympathy with Judaism while He was among the Jews in Galilee, where the full credit would go to the God of Israel, it would be quite another to do it in a Gentile environment when the credit could go anywhere, and false ideas and beliefs could be fostered. And to Him truth is central. At present His ministry is to those of the house of Israel who are like sheep without a shepherd, and He knows that that ministry is not yet complete, and must not be hindered. He had to walk step by step with His Father. He was not here as a Wisdom teacher. He was here as a Prophet, yes, and more than a Prophet. This is a salutary reminder to us that Jesus did not in His earthly life have precognition of everything and instantly know what to do (compare the temptations). As He lived out His life He was rather dependent on what His Father revealed to Him and on the Scriptures. Furthermore He was conscious that He had come to this place for peace and quiet, not in order to arouse the neighbourhood. He did not want the floodgates to open. It was not yet time.

There may also be the thought here that He cannot grant her request when by doing so He may be allowing her to go back to give thanks to her pagan gods. What part has she in the son of David and in the God of Israel?

‘I was -- sent.’ Notice the indication of His consciousness of His mission. He is One Who has been sent on a particular mission. It was a phrase intended to raise questions in the mind of those who heard it.

Verse 25
‘But she came and worshipped him, saying, “Lord, help me” ’

But then He is put on the spot, for with great boldness, and no doubt a sense of despair at His not replying, she came close and fell before Him, worshipping Him, and crying, ‘Lord, help me.’ This put her appeal in a different light. A personal appeal like this was a different matter, and one that He found difficult to resist. And yet even now He could not respond to her unless she recognised exactly on what terms. She had to be made to recognise what she was asking, and Whom she was asking it from. But it seems that His thoughts were now clarified, and that His Father had shown Him what He is to do.

Verse 26
‘And he answered and said, “It is not right to take the children’s bread and throw it to the dogs.” ’

So He turns to the woman and says, “It is not right to take the children’s bread and throw it to the dogs.” The picture is vivid. The family is sitting at their meal with the family dogs lying underneath. Would it be right to take the children’s bread and throw it to the dogs? We cannot doubt that He Himself has in mind here the bread with which He had fed the five thousand and more at their ‘family’ meal, and its deeper significance as offering life to Israel. But the woman will recognise more that He is talking of the spiritual food which He offers to the Jews (compare Isaiah 55:2). It is the equivalent of ‘salvation is of the Jews’ (John 4:22). Nor, however, can we doubt that His demeanour encouraged her to reply. She would see hope from the smile on His face and the compassion in His eyes.

We must not see ‘dogs’ as demeaning, except in so far as they indicated the difference between those who thought rightly, in contrast with the heedless (compare the idea of the son of man and the wild beasts in Daniel 7). The point Jesus is making is of non-relationship. The dogs are not part of the family. And the woman recognises it for what it is. He is telling her that they have no relationship to the master of the house, and therefore have no right to food from the table. (It is in fact doubtful as to how far Gentiles were generally seen as ‘dogs’ at this time, and how far the idea grew up later, but compare Matthew 7:6).

Verse 27
‘But she said, “Yes, Lord, for even the dogs eat of the crumbs which fall from their masters’ table.” ’

She knows precisely what He means. He is a Jewish prophet, and His ministry is to the Jews. They are the ‘children’ of His God, and she acknowledges both this, and their right. What He says is true. But then she points out that the dogs under the table are allowed crumbs from the table. This would also include bread on which they had wiped their fingers. Thus the master considers it right to give such crumbs to dogs. Will not the God of Israel then give His crumbs to her?

Verse 28
‘Then Jesus answered and said to her, “O woman, great is your faith. Be it done to you even as you wish.” And her daughter was healed from that hour.’

Impressed by her faith, and aware that she has now acknowledged where any benefit will come from, Jesus replies with commendation. “O woman, great is your faith. Be it done to you even as you wish.” This is the second time that Jesus has been impressed by the faith of a Gentile (see Matthew 8:19). And her daughter was healed from that hour (compare Matthew 8:13 b).

There are parallel echoes here to Matthew 8:5-13 where the Gentile centurion also demonstrated great faith, and His servant was healed at a distance ‘in that hour’. They are thus both seen to be on a parallel. Does this then mean that her faith, and that of the centurion, were greater than that of the disciples who were of ‘little faith’? The comparison is not fair. The disciples are seen as ‘of little faith’ in the face of great obstacles (Matthew 14:31; Matthew 17:20). His point there was that their faith was small compared with what it should have been, but it was nevertheless a faith that kept them following Him faithfully, and was great enough to enabled them to perform wonders in His Name. Thus their faith and hers must be seen as measured on a different basis.

But there seems little doubt from what follows that this incident has opened Jesus’ eyes to the further outreach that His Father has now shown Him that He must engage in. And He is thus not described as returning to Jewish territory until Matthew 15:39. It would seem therefore that the ministry that follows is intended by Matthew to be seen as on Gentile territory, fulfilling the words of Matthew 12:18; Matthew 12:21. That the crowds which will be mentioned included many Jews we need not doubt, for all the areas around Galilee were well inhabited with Jews. But nor can we doubt that they would have included many Gentiles, who would be in the majority in these areas. It would not be true to human nature not to recognise that a wonder-worker of such magnitude would not be an object of interest to all. And as we shall see there are in fact hints of the fact in the stories that follow.

Verse 29
‘And Jesus departed from there, and came alongside the sea of Galilee, and he went up into the mountain, and sat there.’

Having gone northwards through the regions of Sidon, Jesus then moved eastwards and made for the northern end of the Sea of Galilee, where He again ‘went up into the mountain’. Possibly His aim had been to circumvent Galilee. Going up into ‘the mountain’ always signifies in Matthew a deeply spiritual time, compare Matthew 5:1; Matthew 14:23; Matthew 28:16; and see also Matthew 17:1. And there He ‘sat down’, to teach.

Verses 29-31
Ministry in Gentile Territory (15:29-31).
There is every reason to think that this is in Gentile territory, for Matthew usually makes a return to Jewish territory clear, and that does not occur until Matthew 15:39. Mark 7:31 also confirms that this return to the Sea of Galilee was via the environs of Sidon ‘through the midst of the borders of Decapolis’. This suggests a detour, first going northwards towards Sidon, then eastwards, going past the northern end of the Sea of Galilee, through Gaulanitis, and into Decapolis, a semi-independent group of ten Greek cities. Furthermore it must be seen as significant that the crowds ‘glorify the God of Israel’, a phrase found only here. In the light of what has happened previously and the general context this gives the impression of Gentile response. Like the Canaanite woman they too acknowledge the God of Israel as their healer.

This may also be seen as confirmed in the account that follows of the feeding of four thousand. Whereas five thousand spoke of the covenant people, four thousand speaks of the nations of the world, for ‘four’ is the number that depicts the world. It is further confirmed by the seven loaves and the seven baskets. These contrast with the five loaves and the twelve baskets. Seven was a sacred number in all nations, five and twelve had special significance for Israel. There were four rivers that watered the world from Eden (Genesis 2:10-14). Four ‘world’ kings who came against the five who were in covenant with Abraham in the land (Genesis 14:9). Four wild beasts signified world empires (Daniel 2; Daniel 7). There are four directions, north, south, east and west (Genesis 28:14; Deuteronomy 3:27; Psalms 107:3; Isaiah 43:5-6); four winds of Heaven (Daniel 8:8; Daniel 11:4, and compare Matthew 24:31); four corners of the earth (Isaiah 11:12; Revelation 7:1).

So we have good reason for seeing that Matthew is indicating that all this activity is taking place in Gentile territory, including the feeding of the four thousand. We do not know how many disciples had been with Jesus prior to this time, perhaps a good number, but this period of travel would clearly have given the opportunity for much solid teaching, and also the opportunity for these disciples to experience a deeper personal relationship with Jesus. They had seen and experienced much. Jesus now wanted them to enter more deeply into Who He is.

Analysis.
a Jesus departed from there, and came alongside the sea of Galilee, and He went up into the mountain, and sat there (Matthew 15:29).

b And there came to Him great crowds, having with them the lame, blind (Matthew 15:30 a).

c Dumb, maimed, and many others (Matthew 15:30 b).

d And they cast them down at His feet, and He healed them (Matthew 15:30 b).

c Insomuch that the crowd wondered, when they saw the dumb speaking, the maimed whole (Matthew 15:31 a)

b And lame walking, and the blind seeing (Matthew 15:31 b).

a And they glorified the God of Israel (Matthew 15:31 c).

Note how in ‘a’ Jesus went up into the mountain and sat there, and in the parallel they glorified the God of Israel. In ‘b’ the lame and blind were healed, and in the parallel they were seen to be healed. In ‘c’ the dumb and maimed were healed, and in the parallel the dumb and maimed were seen to be healed. Centrally in ‘d’ is the fact that they cast them down at His feet and He healed them.

Verse 30
‘And there came to him great crowds, having with them the lame, blind, dumb, maimed, and many others, and they cast them down at his feet, and he healed them,’

That much has happened during the period that has past since the healing of the Canaanite woman’s daughter becomes clear here, for there are now great crowds gathered to hear Him in Gentile territory, and the fact that they come up into the mountain to hear Him, as the disciples had done in Matthew 5:1, suggests a certain level of commitment. And there they brought to Him all their disabled. As we have already seen previously, Matthew tends to depict Jesus’ work as the Servant in terms of healing and making whole (Matthew 8:17; compare Matthew 14:35-36; Matthew 10:1). To Him Jesus work is that of healing both body and soul. And the healings mentioned here echo the Messianic signs that Jesus had drawn John’s attention to in Matthew 11:5. There may also be a reference to Zechariah 11:16 where the faithless shepherd does not heal ‘the maimed’. The healing of the maimed is thus there connected with the work of a faithful shepherd. So His Messianic ministry and making whole is now reaching out among the Gentiles (Matthew 12:18; Matthew 12:21). But along with it is undoubtedly the proclamation of the Good News of the Kingly Rule of Heaven (Matthew 4:23; Matthew 9:35; Matthew 13:1-52; Isaiah 61:1-3).

Verse 31
‘Insomuch that the crowd wondered, when they saw the dumb speaking, the maimed whole, and lame walking, and the blind seeing, and they glorified the God of Israel.’

And once these crowds saw the wonderful things that He was doing, the dumb speaking, the maimed made whole, the lame walking and the blind seeing (Isaiah 35:5-6), ‘they glorified the God of Israel’ (compare Psalms 72:18, but there it is accompanied by God’s Name. Similarly had this been intended to be seen on the lips of Jews we would have expected, ‘the LORD, the God of Israel’. See Luke 1:68). This last expression, which is unique as far as the Gospels is concerned, suggests, in context, the response of Gentiles. Like the Canaanite woman they had come to feed at His table. Thus Matthew, having in mind Jesus’ words that He has come to the lost sheep of the house of Israel, emphasises that these people acknowledged the ‘God of Israel’ as their Benefactor. The crowds must therefore probably be seen as a combination of both Jews from areas outside Galilee, and of Gentiles. In view of this it must therefore be seen as quite significant that for those who have come and have been with Him there for ‘three days’ He now provides ‘bread from Heaven’. He is ready and willing to feed this mixed crowd who have proved so responsive to His teaching as He fed the Jewish gathering earlier (Matthew 14:13-21),and the initiative comes from Him. (It was not likely to come from the disciples who probably at first saw the number of Gentiles gathered there with disapproval).

Verse 32
‘And Jesus called to him his disciples, and said, “I have compassion on the crowd, because they continue with me now three days and have nothing to eat, and I would not send them away fasting, lest it happen that they faint on the way.” ’

Jesus expresses His compassion for the crowd who have been listening him for a couple of days or so (‘three days’ is a general expression indicating anything from one and a half to five days, see its use in Joshua 2-3) and so have run out of any food that they had brought with them some time before.

In the previous incident of feeding the crowds, the disciples had sought that Jesus would send the crowds, who were far from home, to the neighbouring villages for food so that they could eat, only to discover that He expected them to be able to feed them. But in this case it is Jesus Who draws attention to the situation. And He declares that He is filled with compassion for the crowds because they have been with Him in the mountain for three days, and have run out of food to such an extent that they have not eaten for some time. Thus if He sent them home they might not make it through faintness. This was a clear expression of the deep interest of the crowds. It may well also have been a test to see what kind of response His disciples would make.

The question was, had their faith increased sufficiently since the last time for them to be able to do something now, and had they also learned the lesson of the Canaanite woman, so that they would recognise that God would feed the Gentile believers too? The disciples had, however, probably seen the former feeding as a one-off, and even more they would not consider that this mixed crowd of Jews and Gentiles could expect similar treatment. For while it was expected that the Messiah would provide manna from Heaven for Jews, it was certainly not expected for Gentiles. Thus the situation would be seen by them as very different. They had forgotten that Jesus had already demonstrated that He would take of the children’s bread and give it to the ‘dogs’.

Note Jesus’ expression of compassion. It is a word regularly used of Him (Matthew 9:36; Matthew 14:14; Matthew 20:34; Mark 1:41; Mark 5:19; Luke 7:13). It reminds us that with all its spiritual lessons we must primarily see in this incident an expression of compassion. Jesus fed them in the first place because they were hungry and in real need. On the other hand when He Himself was tempted in such a situation He had refused to use His divine powers to produce bread. This suggests that something more was to be seen here. Which may be as follows:

· 1). That Jesus had an important lesson in it for the disciples, not only that it was ever to be their responsibility to feed God’s true people, but also that in this case the Gentiles who genuinely sought Him had a right to receive the same benefits as believing Jews. This again ties in to some extent with the Jewish way of thinking. The proselyte (but not the God-fearer) who converted to Judaism was, at least theoretically to stand on the same level as the ‘trueborn’ Jew (Exodus 12:48). And we should recognise in this regard that any converts through Jesus’ ministry at this stage would certainly make for the synagogues once Jesus was gone from among them, and would there be seen as God-fearers and prospective proselytes. It was one thing, however, to speak of such equality, and quite another to carry it into practise, so as really to place converted Gentiles on the same level as Jews. Jesus here goes one step further and offers Jewish privileges to believing Gentiles also, even though they are not circumcised. But it would be a hard lesson for the disciples to take in.

2). Another clear lesson from this incident is that Jesus has come to feed both Jew and Gentile with the Bread of Life, so that those who come to Him may never hunger and those who believe in Him may never thirst (John 6:35). In Him their hunger and thirst after righteousness (Matthew 5:6) will be fulfilled. He has come bringing ‘food’ for all, the sure mercies of David, which are available to all nations (Isaiah 55:1-5). This is emphasised later in Matthew 16:9-12 when it is made clear that the ‘bread from Heaven’ represents Jesus’ message of salvation.

Verses 32-39
The Feeding of Four Thousand In Gentile Territory By A Miracle (15:32-39).
It was one thing for Jesus to preach and heal in Gentile territory where there were many Jews, while allowing Gentiles to share the fringe benefits, for the synagogues did the same (at least the preaching bit). Gentiles were welcomed in reasonable numbers into Jewish synagogues so as to learn about the God of Israel. It was, however, quite another to do what He did now. For here they do not just have the opportunity to learn, but are called on to partake in a ‘family’ meal, as a community together. They are being treated, at least to a certain extent, as on a level with His Jewish disciples. To the disciples this was probably totally unexpected, which explains why, although they had seen the feeding of the five thousand, they did not expect that to be reproduced here (Matthew 15:33). That had been for Jewish believers, but here there were many Gentiles. From this we learn therefore that the new ‘congregation’ of Israel is to include Gentiles, just as the old congregation of Israel had done in the days of the Exodus, when ‘the mixed multitude’ (Exodus 12:38) were united with them in the covenant at Sinai.

No doubt the Apostles accepted Jesus’ preaching to Gentiles because they looked on these people as similar to ‘God-fearers’, those who because they had come to believe in the God of Israel attended worship at synagogues, even though they did not become full proselytes. This explains why they still did not catch on to the fact Gentiles were to be welcomed wholesale into Jesus’ new congregation of Israel, and would have to be convinced of it later in Acts 10-11. It also explains why they did not expect that they would be provided with bread from Heaven as Jewish believers had been. After all even to the Canaanite woman He had only offered ‘crumbs’.

Comparing this incident with the parallel picture in Matthew 14:13-21 there are a number of clear distinctions which demonstrate the difference between them, and even in some cases hint at the presence of Gentiles here. The scene in Matthew 14:13-21 took place in the spring (they sat on green grass - Mark 6:39), here it is later in the year, for He sat them on ‘the ground’. In Matthew 14:13-21 the crowd had come a long way, which was why they had no food, here they run short of food because of the length of time that they have stayed with Jesus, listening to His words. In Matthew 14:13-21 it was the disciples who approached Jesus, and drew attention to the problem (of their fellow-Jews?), here Jesus calls His disciples to Him and Himself draws attention to the problem. In Matthew 14:13-21 the idea was that the crowds went to the surrounding villages for food. The idea here seems to be that they would return to their homes. In Matthew 14:13-21 there were five loaves and two fishes. Here there are seven loaves and a few fish. In Matthew 14:13-21 Jesus ‘blesses’, that is uses a typically Jewish form of grace, here He ‘gives thanks’. In Matthew 14:13-21 there were twelve wicker baskets (typical of what Jews used for carrying kosher food with them) which were filled with remnants, here it is seven larger baskets, probably made of hemp, of a kind regularly used by Gentiles as well as Jews, and probably brought from the boat.

Thus in Matthew 14:13-21 the ‘family’ partook of the bread from God’s table, here the family still participated, but Gentiles were also allowed to receive ‘the crumbs’ (Matthew 15:27). Once having received illumination from His Father Jesus had no hesitation in carrying it into practise. He recognised that His wider ministry had begun.

Analysis.
a And Jesus called to Him His disciples, and said (Matthew 15:32 a).

b “I have compassion on the crowd, because they continue with me now three days and have nothing to eat, and I would not send them away fasting, lest it happen that they faint on the way” (Matthew 15:32 b).

c And the disciples say to Him, “From where should we have so many loaves in a desert place as to fill so great a crowd?” (Matthew 15:33).

d And Jesus said to them, “How many loaves do you have?” And they said, “Seven, and a few small fishes” (Matthew 15:34).

e And He commanded the crowd to sit down on the ground (Matthew 15:35).

d And He took the seven loaves and the fishes, and He gave thanks and broke, and gave to the disciples, and the disciples to the crowds (Matthew 15:36).

c And they all ate, and were filled, and they took up what remained over of the broken pieces, seven baskets full (Matthew 15:37).

b And those who ate were four thousand men, besides women and children (Matthew 15:38).

a And He sent away the crowds, and entered into the boat, and came into the borders of Magadan (Matthew 15:39).

Note that in ‘a’ He calls to Him His disciples, and in the parallel He sends away the crowds. In ‘b’ He has compassion on the hungry crowd, and in the parallel they are all miraculously fed. In ‘c’ the disciples wonder how they will be fed, and in the parallel hey are not only fed but there is a large surplus over. In ‘d’ there are seven loaves and a few fish, and in the parallel He uses these to feed the crowd. Centrally in ‘e’ Jesus tells them all to sit on the ground preparatory to the miracle.

Verse 33
‘And the disciples say to him, “From where should we have so many loaves in a desert place as to fill so great a crowd?” ’

The disciples clearly did not consider that it was likely that there could be a miracle of bread from Heaven for Gentiles, and began to consider from where they could get sufficient loaves to satisfy this large and hungry crowd. It was not a question of whether Jesus could do it. It was their certain opinion that He would not. This mixed crowd was a totally different matter from a wholly Jewish crowd seeking Jesus.

Verse 34
‘And Jesus said to them, “How many loaves do you have?” And they said, “Seven, and a few small fishes.” ’

So Jesus asked them how many loaves they had, and learned that they had seven, and a few little fishes. The number is significant. Five had in Jewish eyes indicated the covenant, but seven was a number indicating divine perfection and completeness among all nations. Thus seven indicated divine sufficiency for all. And added to the seven were a few little fishes. Together they made the staple diet of the area.

Verse 35
‘And he commanded the crowd to sit down on the ground.’

Once again He commands the crowd to sit down, although this time not ‘on the grass’ but ‘on the ground’. They are to recognise that the food comes from Him.

Verse 36
‘And he took the seven loaves and the fishes, and he gave thanks and broke, and gave to the disciples, and the disciples to the crowds.’

Then taking the seven loaves and the few fishes He gave thanks, broke them and gave them to the disciples. In the previous incident He had ‘offered a blessing’ for them. The latter was very much a Jewish way of looking at the giving of thanks. That used here was more universal. But the principle behind it all is the same. He is providing food to His ‘family’. The inference is clear. Those who respond to Him and do the will of His Father in Heaven are His family, whether they be Jew or Gentile.

Verse 37
‘And they all ate, and were filled, and they took up what remained over of the broken pieces, seven baskets full.’

And as before all ate and were filled. There is no lack of sufficiency when Jesus feeds men and women with the bread of life. And even what was left over was a sufficiency of divine supply (seven). The word for baskets here refers to non-wicker baskets, and they were regularly, although not always, of a larger size. These ones were probably usually used to hold catches of fish. We are specifically informed in Matthew 16:9-11 that what was eaten and what was left over symbolised the teaching of Jesus, and therefore of the Kingly Rule of Heaven. Thus the leftovers probably also indicate that there is a surplus to be take out to others, that all who will might be filled.

Verse 38
‘And those who ate were four thousand men, besides women and children.’

Those who ate were about four thousand men, as well as women and children. Again the counting of ‘the men’ suggests an assembly of ‘the congregation of Israel’, those who had met before the Lord. As we have seen, they ‘glorified the God of Israel’. And as mentioned above the ‘four’ indicates that they represent the nations. But the mention of the women and children indicates that all were include within His provision. All were participating in the Messianic banquet that Jesus had introduced by His coming.

Verse 39
‘And he sent away the crowds, and entered into the boat, and came into the borders of Magadan.’

After the feeding the crowds are sent away and He enters a boat with His disciples and come to the borders of Magadan, which is in fact unknown. But that it is on the west shore is confirmed by the scene that follows. The fact that the crowd was ‘sent away’ indicates how reluctant they were to leave. But Jesus knew when He felt that they had had sufficient teaching for the time being.

The Pharisees and Sadducees Seek Proof of His Authority By Requiring a Sign From Heaven (Matthew 16:1-4).

The weight of the opposition begins to grow. To the Pharisees and their Scribes are now added the Sadducees. This suggests that the Pharisees in Galilee, determined to bring Him to account, have swallowed their pride and taken common cause with the Sadducees at Herod’s court so as to call Him to account (compare Mark 8:15). Alternately it may signify that the whole of the religious element in the Sanhedrin have united to come to call on Him, either to prove His credentials by some God-given sign or cease preaching. As Paul tells us later from his own experience, the Jews were famed for ‘asking for signs’ (1 Corinthians 1:22). They remembered Moses. They remembered Elijah and Elisha. They remembered other occasions when God had done wonders. (They conveniently forgot that David and many of the prophets performed no signs). And while they acknowledged that Jesus had performed many miracles of healing and cast out evil spirits they dismissed such things, probably on the grounds that others did similar things.

But had they watched carefully they would have realised that He not only healed in abundance, and but also, unlike the others, never failed, and the reason that they did not do so was because their minds were set. Nor, because He had performed such miracles only among responsive and believing crowds, had they seen the miracles of the loaves. They only had that on hearsay. So they wanted Jesus to perform to order. (This was something that neither Moses, nor Elijah and Elisha, had ever done. They only performed to God’s orders, not men’s). It was this casual use of ‘signs’ as wonders to be performed to satisfy men who demanded them, something that had never been done before, that Jesus refused to have anything to do with. It was one thing for God to choose to reveal signs, it was quite another for men to demand them, and decide what suited them and what did not.

Analysis.
a And the Pharisees and Sadducees came (Matthew 15:1 a).

b And trying him asked him to show them a sign from heaven (Matthew 15:1 b).

c But he answered and said to them, “When it is evening, you say, ‘It will be fair weather, for the heaven is red’. And in the morning, ‘It will be foul weather today, for the heaven is red and lowering’ ” (Matthew 15:2-3 a).

c You know how to discern the face of the heaven, but you cannot discern the signs of the times” (Matthew 15:3 b).

b An evil and adulterous generation seeks after a sign, and there will no sign be given to it, but the sign of Jonah (Matthew 15:4 a).

a And he left them, and departed (Matthew 15:4 b).

Note that in ‘a’ the Pharisees and Sadducees come, and in the parallel Jesus leaves them and departs. In ‘b’ they ask for a sign from Heaven, and in the parallel he gives His view on those who ask for signs. In ‘c’ He illustrates the use of signs, and in the parallel points out that while they know how to use physical signs, they are unable to discern spiritual signs.

16 Chapter 16 

Verse 1
‘And the Pharisees and Sadducees came, and trying him asked him to show them a sign from heaven.’

The coming together of the Pharisees and the Sadducees (linked by one article) may suggest an ungodly alliance between the Galilean Pharisees and the Sadducees at Herod’s court (Mark 3:6; Mark 8:15), or it may even suggest an even stronger deputation from the Sanhedrin. Either way all are now united against Him. And they have come to finally test Him out.

The same verb is used here as that used of the tempting by Satan in Matthew 4:1. Satan also had suggested the same kind of sign. Perhaps we are intended to see here that Satan is again tempting Jesus through the Pharisees and Sadducees, and that they are his tools (compare John 8:39-44). They thus demand a sign from Heaven. They do not, of course, expect to receive one. They are out to demonstrate that He is a charlatan.

Verse 2-3
‘But he answered and said to them, “When it is evening, you say, ‘It will be fair weather, for the heaven is red’. And in the morning, ‘It will be foul weather today, for the heaven is red and lowering.’ You know how to discern the face of the heaven, but you cannot discern the signs of the times.”

Jesus first replies by pointing out that like all Jews they are able to discern weather signs. A clear red heaven in the evening indicates to them fine weather. A sky that is red and lowering in the morning indicates to them foul weather. Thus they are adept at interpreting such signs. There is perhaps some sarcasm here. They can tell whether the sky is cloudy or not, but they cannot spot the cloudiness in their own thinking.

‘But you cannot discern the signs of the times.’ Those who should be able to recognise the coming of the Messiah in the works that He has done and the words that He has spoken are unable to do so because their minds are clouded.

(We should possibly note that these two verses are omitted in some very important manuscripts (Aleph B f13 etc). They are supported by D W Theta f1 etc. Their omission would not affect the sense in any way, but a possible reason for their omission is that these weather signs were not applicable in such major Christian centres as Alexandria in Egypt where copying often took place. On the other hand there is no really good explanation as to why the words were quite unnecessarily introduced here from an unknown source if they were not genuine. Usually interpolations are explicable in terms of being introduced in order to conform with other passages, or as explanatory comments which were later accidentally incorporated in the text).

Verse 4
“An evil and adulterous generation seeks after a sign, and there will no sign be given to it, but the sign of Jonah.” And he left them, and departed.’

Then He points out what the nature is of those who seek spectacular signs in spiritual matters. They are ‘an evil and adulterous generation’ (compare Matthew 12:39; Matthew 11:16). The seeking after signs, when such wonders have been done before them, is simply evidence of the evil of their hearts. ‘Adulterous’ signifies a generation that is not in close touch with God, and is not truly seeking after God. Their minds are on other things, such as their own teaching and cleverness and self-importance. To such people no sign will be given, because they are unable to discern the true signs. Why, for those ready to see them, did not signs already abound? The problem lay not in Jesus’ unwillingness to give signs, but in their inability to receive them. Those who will not respond to the signs that He has given have revealed themselves as not fit to be given any signs.

Thus the only sign that will be given to them is the sign of the prophet Jonah. Jonah came from the innards of a large fish to successfully evangelise Nineveh. One day they will see the Son of Man arise from the grave, and successfully evangelise the world (see on Matthew 12:38-42).

‘And he left them, and departed.’ The statement indicates their rejection. In Matthew Jesus never ‘leaves’ the crowds. It is only the opposition that He ‘leaves’ in such a way. (He temporarily leaves the disciples when He goes away to pray, but there He does not ‘depart’ - Matthew 26:44).

So the gradual increase of opposition now includes the Sadducees. He has been rejected by the Pharisees (Matthew 9:11; Matthew 9:34; Matthew 12:1-14; Matthew 12:24-32; Matthew 12:38; Matthew 16:1); by Scribes (Matthew 9:3; Matthew 12:38); by many of the common people (Matthew 11:16-19); by the towns of Galilee (Matthew 11:20-24;, by His own countrymen (Matthew 13:53-58); by Herod (Matthew 14:1-12); by the Pharisees and Scribes from Jerusalem (Matthew 15:1); and now by the Sadducees (Matthew 16:1). All that now awaits is His final rejection at Jerusalem.

Verse 5
‘And the disciples came to the other side and forgot to take bread.’

With typical Matthaean abbreviation he sums up the situation in few words. ‘The disciples’ came to the other side and found that they had not taken supplies of ‘kosher’ bread. Jesus is not mentioned simply because He is not involved in the subsequent early discussions. Mark tells us that in fact the discovery was made en route that they had only one loaf, which would not last them long (Mark 8:14). This clearly caused some consternation among them. They had forgotten Jesus’ words about not being anxious about what they should eat (Matthew 6:25-34), and that He had fed crowds in a far worse situation than this. The idea may well be in fact that ‘the disciples’ were trying to hide from Jesus what they were talking about as He sat or lay in the rear of the boat. But if so they could not keep it hidden.

Verses 5-12
The Failure Of The Disciples To Take Kosher Bread with Them When Going To Gentile Territory Raises the Question of ‘The Leaven of the Scribes and Pharisees’ (16:5-12).
Arriving back ‘on the other side’ in Gentile territory, the disciples become aware that they have forgotten to bring ‘kosher’ bread in their provisions baskets. (‘Kosher’ is not strictly the correct word but we signify by it here bread baked by a Jewish baker in accordance with Jewish principles of cleanness and uncleanness). They might have difficulty in finding a Jewish baker in that remote area. Their concern about the situation secretly amuses Jesus in view of what He has done in the past and He warns them rather to be worried about the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees. Thinking that He is talking about literal bread they begin to discuss the matter between themselves, only to be interrupted by Him as He points out that He does not really mean literal bread. Rather He is warning them against the evil and sinister influence of the teaching of the Pharisees and Sadducees with whom He has just had to do.

Analysis.
· The disciples came to the other side and forgot to take bread, and Jesus said to them, “Take heed and beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees” (Matthew 16:5-6).

· And they reasoned among themselves, saying, “We took no bread”. And Jesus perceiving it said, “O you of little faith, why do you reason among yourselves, because you have no bread?” (Matthew 16:7-8).

· “Do you not yet perceive, nor remember the five loaves of the five thousand, and how many baskets you took up? Nor the seven loaves of the four thousand, and how many baskets you took up?” (Matthew 16:9-10).

· “How is it that you do not perceive that I did not speak to you about bread? But beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees” (Matthew 16:11).

· Then they understood that he bade them not to beware of the leaven of bread, but of the teaching of the Pharisees and Sadducees (Matthew 16:12).

Note that in ‘a’ they were thinking of bread but Jesus told them to beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees, and in the parallel they understand that He is not talking about bread but of the teaching of the Pharisees and Sadducees. In ‘b’ He questions why they are thinking about bread, and in the parallel asks the same question and goes on to point out that He means the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees. Centrally in ‘c’ He draws their attention to the miracles of provision and their significance.

Verse 6
‘And Jesus said to them, “Take heed and beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees.” ’

Seeing their concern over mere bread (compare Matthew 4:4) Jesus then intervened with a comment which was designed to make them recognise that there was more to worry about than the lack of bread. Let them rather be concerned about the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees, and the threat that it posed. It was that that they should really be concerned about, the insidious teaching of the Pharisees and Sadducees which was undermining His ministry and bringing them all under threat, especially their joint teaching about the requirement for ‘signs’ and the implication that He was not the Messiah.

Verse 7
‘And they reasoned among themselves, saying, “We took no bread.” ’

But they misunderstood His words and took them literally. They thought that He also was talking about their having no bread, and so vigorous discussions took place about what they were going to do in order to remedy the situation.

Leaven was the old dough kept back from a previous baking which when put in with the new flour mix ‘leavened’ the whole making it light and airy. Its swift and insidious action was well known. This should have warned them that He was speaking pictorially. For why otherwise should he have spoken of the leaven and not the bread itself? It was bread that they were lacking. Alternatively they might have taken His words as a shorthand expression for leavened bread.

Verse 8
‘And Jesus perceiving it said, “O you of little faith, why do you reason among yourselves, because you have no bread?”

Jesus is concerned both at their anxiety about shortage of bread and at their inability to discern His meaning, for to Him it reveals their little faith (compared with what it should by now have been). But He is especially concerned about their anxiety about lack of physical bread. It betrayed that they did not yet trust their heavenly Father for their daily bread (Matthew 6:25-26; Matthew 6:32).

Verse 9
“Do you not yet perceive, nor remember the five loaves of the five thousand, and how many baskets you took up? Nor the seven loaves of the four thousand, and how many containers you took up?”

So He reminds them how the huge crowds had had no bread, and how the five loaves had become twelve wicker basketfuls, and the seven loaves had become seven hemp containerfuls. (Note again the careful differentiation between the types of basket). In view of those miracles, how could they be worrying about bread, especially when He was present with them? And in view of the significance of that miraculous bread as indicating His teaching, how could they fail to recognise that this too was in His mind?

Verse 11
“How is it that you do not perceive that I did not speak to you about bread? But beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees.”

So he asked them how they could possibly have failed to recognise that He was not literally taking about bread. Rather He was saying, ‘beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees, that is of their harmful counter teaching. The Pharisees and Sadducees differed on many things, but certain things they were agreed on. They did not want to disturb the status quo, they did not believe that He was the Messiah, and they were agreed that if the Messiah came He would perform miraculous and spectacular signs. It is not simply accidental that this will be followed by Peter’s direct confession of Jesus as the Messiah. He has taken to heart Jesus’ words.

Verse 12
‘Then they understood that he bade them not to beware of the leaven of bread, but of the teaching of the Pharisees and Sadducees.”

So the truth finally dawned on them that He was not warning them against physical bread or bribery, but against what the Pharisees and Sadducees were teaching. Perhaps consideration on that helped to prepare them for the questions that were shortly to come.

Verse 13
‘Now when Jesus came into the parts of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his disciples, saying, “Who do men say that the Son of man is?” ’

Once again Jesus is found in Gentile territory, at Caesarea Philippi, north of the Sea of Galilee, in the territory of Herod Philip. And there He calls on His disciples to tell Him Whom men are saying that He is.

Caesarea had been built into a large city by Philip in honour of Augustus Caesar, and called Caesarea Philippi, both in order to distinguish it from the Caesarea on the Mediterranean coast where Cornelius the Roman centurion was converted (Acts 10-11), and as a reminder that Philip had built it. It was situated at the foot of Mount Hermon. On that mountain was a sanctuary to Pan and a Temple for the worship of the emperor in an area well supplied with pagan temples. It was against that background that a small group of people came to the foot of Mount Hermon for a unique purpose.

Note Jesus’ reference to Himself here as the Son of Man, a regular feature in Matthew (compare Matthew 8:20; Matthew 9:6; Matthew 10:23; Matthew 12:8). The other Gospels translate it here as ‘I’ so as not to confuse Gentile readers who had little Jewish background.

Verses 13-20
Peter Openly Confesses That Jesus Is The Messiah (16:13-20).
In Matthew 11:25-27 Jesus had spoken of the fact it was His Father who revealed things to ‘babes’, including the truth about the Son Whom He alone fully knows, and that He Himself as the Son, reveals the Father to whom He wills. Now we are provided with the first prominent example of one who has had revealed to him, by the Father, the truth about the Son.

Challenging His disciples as to how they see Him Peter replies that He is the Messiah, the Son of the living God. The difference between this statement and that in Matthew 14:33 is that this one was more thoughtful and measured. In reply Jesus accepts Peter’s words and unfolds more information about His planned new congregation of Israel, one in which Peter will play a prominent part, especially in its commencement. The very boldness that causes Peter to blurt out the truth, is the same boldness that will lead the way after Pentecost.

But this passage is only the beginning of the revelation of Who Jesus is, for that revelation continues on until Matthew 17:13. Yes, He is the Messiah, the Son of the living God (Matthew 16:16), but He is also the Son of Man Who must suffer (Matthew 16:21), and Who will one day return in glory to call all men to account (Matthew 16:27), having prior to that revealed His Kingship by establishing His Kingly Rule on earth (Matthew 16:28), and He is above all the glorious, beloved Son of the Father (Matthew 17:5), Whose glory is above that of the sun (Matthew 17:2), to Whom both Moses and Elijah give testimony (Matthew 17:1-8).

a Now when Jesus came into the parts of Caesarea Philippi, He asked His disciples, saying, “Who do men say that the Son of man is?” (Matthew 16:13).

b And they said, “Some say John the Baptist; some, Elijah; and others, Jeremiah, or one of the prophets” (Matthew 16:14).

c He says to them, “But who do you say that I am?” (Matthew 16:15).

d And Simon Peter answered and said, “You are the Christ (Messiah), the Son of the living God” (Matthew 16:16).

e And Jesus answered and said to him, “Blessed are you, Simon Bar-jonah, for flesh and blood has not revealed it to you, but my Father who is in heaven” (Matthew 16:17).

d “And I also say to you, that you are Peter.

c “And on this rock I will build my church (congregation/assembly), and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it” (Matthew 16:18).

b “I will give to you the keys of the kingly rule of heaven, and whatever you will bind on earth shall have been bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall have been loosed in heaven” (Matthew 16:19).

a Then he charged the disciples that they should tell no man that He was the Christ (Matthew 16:20).

Note that in ‘a’ Jesus asks Who the Son of Man is, and in the parallel tells them not to make it known. This then is the issue that the passage centres on. In ‘b’ are mentioned the great men of the past who have bound and loosed, and opened the truth to men, and in the parallel Peter is to be the same. The former have pointed forward to Jesus as the Coming One, the latter seek to establish on earth His Kingly Rule. In ‘c’ He asks Whom they think He is, and in the parallel describes that fact as being the foundation stone of His new congregation of Israel. In ‘d’ Peter declares that Jesus is the Christ, and in the parallel Jesus declares that he is ‘petros’, the rock-like man. Centrally in ‘e’ is the fact that this has been revealed to Peter by His Father in Heaven.

Verse 14
‘And they said, “Some say John the Baptist; some, Elijah; and others, Jeremiah or one of the prophets.” ’

Their reply brings out something about Jewish expectations. We already know about the rumour that Jesus was John the Baptist risen from the dead (Matthew 14:2), and it is clear from this that it was quite widespread. Herod believed it out of fear, many, who had been smitten on hearing of his death, believed it out of hope. There was also a great expectation of the return of Elijah, as promised in Malachi 4:5-6, a promise that Jesus saw as fulfilled in the coming of John the Baptist (Matthew 11:14; Matthew 17:10-14, compare Luke 1:17). This made sense to people as in their eyes Elijah had never died (2 Kings 2:11). He had been taken up to Heaven. The Jews still await his coming. And clearly there were also various expectations of the return of Jeremiah or other prophets. The background to these expectations come out in Jewish literature. There were, for example, many tales about Jeremiah, In 2 Esdras 2:18 it was stated ‘for your help I will send my servants Isaiah and Jeremiah.’ In 2 Maccabees 15:14 Judas Maccabaeus received a vision of Onias, a former High Priest, who spoke with a venerable and glorious old man and learned that he was Jeremiah the prophet of God ‘who prays much for the people and the holy city’ and who gave to Judas a golden sword as a gift from God with which to strike his enemies. So it is not surprising that some saw Jesus as a returning Jeremiah, especially in view of His expectation of suffering and subjection to the hatred of the Jewish leaders which was reminiscent of Jeremiah, and possibly also because He was seen as a prophet of doom (e.g. Matthew 11:20-24; Matthew 12:41-42). The expectation of ‘one of the prophets’ demonstrates how expectant the people were that God was going to act. Thus many saw Jesus as an ‘end of the age’ figure. But their beliefs fell short of the reality. Nor did it result in the repentance that alone could have brought them through to the truth.

Verse 15
‘He says to them, “But who do you say that I am?” ’

Then Jesus directly challenges His disciples as to Whom they think He is. They had had plenty of time to make their minds up, and He had in the past given them much to think about. Now He will discover what they have really learned.

Verse 16
‘And Simon Peter answered and said, “You are the Christ (Messiah), the Son of the living God.” ’

As we would expect it is Peter who blurts out a response. The disciples appear to have been quite willing to let him take the lead in such matters, probably due to their own lack of confidence. One thing Peter was not lacking in was self-confidence. It does not, however, mean that they saw him as their leader. They looked on Jesus as their leader. He was simply their spokesman. This is emphatically brought out by the fact that later the Apostles will constantly argue among themeselves about who was the greatest (Mark 9:33-37; Luke 21:24-27; compare Matthew 20:20-28). Had they seen Peter being established here by Jesus as their leader they would not have done that, and all Jesus would have had to point that was what He had Himself decided.

Peter declares, “You are the Christ (Messiah), the Son of the living God.” We need not doubt that this was the opinion of them all, for they would undoubtedly have discussed the matter between themselves. The statement here reveals Him as the Coming One and as something more. There were many views about the Messiah, from that of a military leader who would drive out the Romans, to a great teacher, to a more splendid heavenly figure who would have great powers, and who would do the same but with more of a divine flourish. In the case of Jesus His disciples recognised that there was more to Him than they understood, that somehow He was different from all expectations, and that He had a relationship with the Father that was unique, a relationship in which God spoke of Him as His beloved Son (Matthew 3:17; Matthew 11:25-27). They remembered how He had walked on the sea, stilled the storm and fed the crowds. Then they had acknowledged Him instinctively as ‘the Son of God’ (Matthew 14:33). Now it was a matter of working out what that actually meant. So these words of Peter well expressed something of what they all believed.

Verse 17
‘And Jesus answered and said to him, “Blessed are you, Simon Bar-jonah, for flesh and blood has not revealed it to you, but my Father who is in heaven.” ’

Jesus then commends Peter for his insight. It is something of an official declaration rather than just a reply, as is demonstrated by His giving him his full name, ‘Simon son of Jonah’. Jonah may have been his father’s name, or alternately it may have been a name that linked him with the prophet Jonah, who was also a ‘confessor of Christ’ by example (Matthew 12:39-41; Matthew 16:4). And He declares that Peter is one to whom His Father has given understanding in accordance with Matthew 11:25-27. It is not something that he has been told by ordinary men, but something that has been revealed to him by God. He is thus one of those whom God has blessed.

‘Blessed are you.’ This is Jesus’ favourite way of indicating that men have received special blessing from God, through Whose gracious working they enjoy the benefit spoken of. Compare on Matthew 5:3-9; Matthew 11:6; Matthew 13:16.

‘Simon, son of Jonah.’ Jesus might here be saying that Peter is in the true line of Jonah who has twice been cited as pointing to Jesus’ uniqueness (Matthew 12:39-41; Matthew 16:4). Jonah had unknowingly testified of Christ, and now Peter was following in his footsteps like a true ‘son’. ‘Son of’ can regularly mean ‘like’, ‘following in the footsteps of’. This would suit the context, ‘You are the son of the living God’ (the source of all life) followed by ‘you are the son of Jonah’ (the one who was miraculously delivered from death) makes a good parallel. Alternately Jonah might have been an alternate name for John (see John 1:42).

Verse 18
“And I also say to you, that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church (congregation/assembly), and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it.”

And He then declares that Peter is the Rock-man, and that on ‘this Rock’, the rock of the words that he has spoken (compare Matthew 7:24 where building on a rock signifies building on Jesus’ words) will be built the new congregation that He has come to establish. Just as each man was to build his own life on the rock of Jesus’ words so now His new congregation was to be built on the foundation of the words, and the truth that lay behind them, of Peter in his confession. And it will be such that the gates of ‘the world of the dead’ (Hades) will not prevail against it. This may signify either that ‘the world of the dead’ will not be able to bring His congregation down to the grave because He has given them life. Death therefore has no power over them. Or it may mean that, if some die, it will be unable to prevent their resurrection. Compare here Isaiah 26:19, ‘the earth shall cast forth her dead’, which only applied to the righteous dead. Thus the grave-world (Sheol, Hades) could hold on to them no longer.

The latter half of His words are thus a picturesque way of saying that His congregation will be so endued with eternal life that nothing will be able to hold it back from its sure destiny. The powers of death will be broken. For them death will have been swallowed up for ever (Isaiah 25:8). Those who truly belong to that congregation will thus be freed from the fear and chains of death. When they have died the gates of the grave-world will be unable to prevent their resurrection (compare the ideas in Isaiah 26:19 and Revelation 1:18). And for others who live until His coming there will be no death (1 Thessalonians 4:13-18; 1 Corinthians 15:52). Death has no power over them. To them the Gates of Hades, which keep in the dead, are irrelevant. Those gates of the grave-world, which once like mighty bastions held in for ever all who had died, will prevail no longer when it comes to the true people of God.

Note that just as ‘You are the Christ’ parallels ‘you are Peter’, so ‘The gates of Hades will not prevail against it’ parallels ‘the Son of the living God’. It is because He is the Lord of life to all who will become true members of His congregation, His new community, that they will thus be freed from the grip and fear of death (compare Hebrews 2:15). The Messianic feast was from the beginning associated with freedom from the fear of death (see Isaiah 25:6-8; Isaiah 26:19), and Jesus here makes clear that it is central to the whole concept of the Messiah.

The interpretation of ‘the rock’ as being ‘the words that Peter had spoken’ was by far the majority view among the early fathers long before Rome tried to claim the words for itself. Of the references by the early fathers over forty held this view, in contrast with eighteen who saw the Rock as Peter, and seventeen who saw the Rock as Christ Himself. Thus those who in the first five hundred years of the early church saw Peter himself as the Rock were very much in the minority (Augustine of Hippo initially did, but later changed his mind and espoused the majority view). This makes rather foolish the suggestion made by some that it is basically a Protestant interpretation to suggest that ‘this rock’ refers to Peter’s words of confession.

And this view is confirmed by the Greek text itself, in that ‘you are petros’ deliberately contrasts with ‘on this petra’, and however the case is argued there can be no doubt that Matthew could have used petros twice had he wished to indicate Peter (we know from external literature that petros was in use for a rock). This is so regardless of what the Aramaic might have been, and the Aramaic can only anyway be the result of guesswork. Besides being outside Jewish territory Jesus may well have spoken in Greek. This play on words in different genders favours the view that whilst a connection is to be made between the two, there is no specific identification, thus indicating Jesus as meaning, ‘You rocklike man, I will use the rock that you have just provided as the foundation of My new community’. For words being seen as such a foundation see Matthew 7:25 and 2 Timothy 2:19.

This is also confirmed by the description ‘thisrock’. Along with the change in gender it does not fit well with it referring to ‘Peter’. Nor in fact would the play on words be necessary for that purpose. ‘Onyouas the rock I will build my congregation’ would have been more than sufficient and would have had more impact. But most importantly making the play of words apply to Peter actuallytakes all the attention away from the vital statement that he had madeand concentrates it on Peter, and that does not tie in with the following words which demand a reference back to ‘the living God’ as a comparison with the gates of Hades. Nor does it tie in with the fact that Mark and Luke do place all the attention on Jesus as the Christ and ignore the words to Peter altogether. On the other hand, as a reference back to the words that Peter had spoken, with ‘this’ and the slight change of gender indicating it, the words fit admirably, and the word play is perfect.

Others, of course, see it differently, and are entitled to do so. As so often it is a matter of how we see it. Thus many have actually argued that referring the word play to Peter is ‘the only possible interpretation’, a very odd and rather arrogant conclusion. And it is, of course, going much too far as the consensus against it among the majority of the early fathers makes clear. Any such dogmatism is therefore unwarranted. The truth is that both interpretations are possible. It is a question of deciding which fits the facts better, and of what Jesus intended. (Either way there is not the slightest suggestion that Peter's position will be passed on to 'successors'. When Peter died many of the Apostles were still living. Had there been a passing on of authority it would have been to one of them).

Furthermore if there is one thing that is clear in Scripture, it is that ‘the church’ was built on Christ (1 Corinthians 3:10-11; Ephesians 2:20) and not on Peter. When the Apostles are mentioned in connection with being the foundation it is specifically all the Apostles as ‘the Apostolate’ who are in mind (Ephesians 2:20; Revelation 21:12; Revelation 21:14), with Jesus Christ Himself as the chief cornerstone (Ephesians 2:20). While Peter must be given credit for his ‘leadership’ we do wrong to overrate it. The New Testament is careful not to do so. While describing Peter as the first stone in the erection of the whole construction (as the first to recognise and acknowledge the Messiah, but see John 1:41), would not necessarily conflict with this, doing so does take away the emphasis from what is really being presented as the true foundation, the Messiahship and Sonship of Jesus, which is the emphasis of this passage. It is because He is the Son of the ‘living’ God that the gates of Hades have lost their power.

We may summarise the position as follows;

1) When Jesus speaks of ‘building’ on a ‘rock’ (same Greek words) it indicates building on words that have been spoken (Matthew 7:24). This is unquestionable in the case of Matthew 7:24 and therefore strongly supports such an interpretation in cases of doubt when the same idea is used. And this is supported by 2 Timothy 2:19 where the foundation described is also a twofold saying. This thus supports the idea that Jesus was here talking of building His congregation (His house) on the rock of true teaching, that is, on Peter’s confession and its significance, which provided a foundation that could not fail, with due credit being given to Peter as the rock-producer.

The idea of ‘building’ the congregation of Israel is perfectly scriptural. See especially Jeremiah 31:2-4, which fits in perfectly with the themes in Matthew, ‘the people who survived the sword found grace in the wilderness, when Israel sought for rest, the Lord appeared to him from afar, I have loved you with an everlasting love, therefore have I continued my faithfulness to you, again I will build you, and you shall be built O virgin Israel’. Note the wilderness motif (Matthew 2:15; Matthew 3:1; Matthew 4:1; Matthew 14:13; Matthew 15:33), the seeking for rest (Matthew 5:3-9; Matthew 11:28-30), the One Who came from afar (Matthew 3:17; Matthew 11:3; Matthew 11:25-27; Matthew 16:16), the compassion (Matthew 9:36; Matthew 14:14), and finally the building of ‘virgin Israel’, the pure Israel. (For ‘building’ used in such a way compare also Jeremiah 33:7; Amos 9:11). This might almost have been a blueprint for Matthew.

2) The contrast of petros with petra suggests a play on words but not an identification. Had Jesus wanted to make an identification He could so easily have said ‘on you’ or have used petros. Furthermore ‘this rock’ is a strange and indirect way of identifying with a name, especially with a change of gender, whereas it is a very sensible way of identifying with a saying just recently spoken by that person.

3) Peter is never elsewhere seen as the foundation. When applied to the Apostles the idea is always of all the Apostles (Ephesians 2:20; Revelation 21:14). But Scripture just as often identifies Christ as the foundation (1 Corinthians 3:10-11; Ephesians 2:20), and His words (Matthew 7:25), and in fact states that there can be no other foundation (1 Corinthians 3:11). Thus the church could hardly be built on Peter as the foundation (as opposed to the first stone).

4) The large majority of the early fathers saw the ‘petra’ as the statement of Peter, and they at least were unaffected by later controversies.

5) The reason that ‘the gates of Hades (the grave-world)’ could not prevail against the new ‘ekklesia’ is precisely because it is founded on ‘the Christ, the son of thelivingGod’. Death was defeated by the living One. There is absolutely no way in which such a statement could be said to directly connect to the idea of a church founded ‘on Peter’. There is no parallelism in the ideas. For the reason that the gates of Hades will in fact not prevail is precisely because it is being founded on the Son of the living God Who is present and at work, thus the emphasis is clearly being kept on the saying not on Peter.

So in our view everything points to the words as signifying that the church will be built on the truth that Peter has proclaimed. It should also be noted that this is not a question of denouncing the Roman church (except in this interpretation). That should not come into the question. The Roman interpretation is a fantasy whichever way we take it, building up huge dogma out of nothing. For even if Jesus was somewhat misleading in the way He spoke and did mean Peter, it would still justify nothing more than seeing it as a happy play on words. There would be no grounds at all for reading from it any more than a commendation for being the first to say what he did, and an indication that he was, as it were, the first stone laid of the new congregation. For whatever way we interpret it the truth is that the whole of the rest of the New Testament is against seeing Peter as other thanoneof a number of leading Apostles, for Paul puts James the Lord’s brother first in Galatians 2:9, and significantly it is James the brother of John whom in Acts 12 the king selects as his first target, not Peter. Furthermore, Peter is called to account by the church in Acts 11 and has to explain himself there, and the same thing happens in Galatians 2 when he is called to account by Paul. Nor does he ever cite himself as having any special authority other than that of an Apostle, even in his letters. So his prominence is well balanced by counter-factors, revealing that his prominence rather arises as a result of his being an outstanding character among equals. Note especially the continual stress in Acts 1-5 on ‘the Apostles’ as working together (often underestimated).

‘I will build my church/congregation/assembly (ekklesia).’ The word ekklesia is regularly used in LXX to translate qahal where it refers to ‘the congregation’ of Israel. The use here of ekklesia is therefore firmly based on the Greek Old Testament. Whatever the Aramaic behind it (if Jesus was speaking in Aramaic) we have here the continuation of the idea that Jesus is forming a new community, a new ‘congregation’ of Israel, an idea which, as we have seen, comes often in Matthew’s Gospel (note Matthew 21:43) and is the common idea lying behind both miraculous feedings of the crowds. They are the new Israel in the wilderness, feeding of the bread of Heaven. In fact a Jewish Messiah without such a Messianic community would have been an enigma. The whole idea of Israel was that it was ‘the congregation of Israel’ who gathered around the earthly Dwellingplace of God and the Law. The New Testament ‘congregation of Israel’ would therefore gather around Christ and His teaching, as epitomised in Peter’s confession. This is another ground for seeing ‘the rock’ as Peter’s confession.

This connection of ‘the congregation’ with the Kingly Rule of Heaven is confirmed in the Psalms. The Kingly Rule over all who are His, is clearly declared in Psalms 103:19, where it says, ‘YHWH has established His Name in the Heavens, and His Kingly Rule (Psalms 102:19 LXX he basileia autou) reigns over all’. Here God is seen as King in the Heavens, with His Kingly Rule established as He reigns over all in Heaven and earth. The ‘all’ here could signify ‘all people’ or ‘all things’, but the principle is the same, He is Lord over all.

The same is true in the parallel passage in Psalms 22:28 which similarly declares ‘of YHWH is the Kingly Rule (Psalm 21:29 LXX tou kuriou he basileia), and He reigns over the nations’. Here the Kingly Rule is specifically seen as ‘over the people’. Thus in the Psalms the Kingly Rule of YHWH over all things and especially ‘over the nations’, that is, over all people, is made clear. Neither Psalmist has any doubts about Who is sovereign over the Universe. That is indeed why He is the Judge of all the earth (Genesis 18:25).

The only problem is that that Kingly Rule is not accepted by the people. The nations are seen as in rebellion against that Kingly Rule (e.g. Psalms 2:1-2; Psalms 5:10; Psalms 110:2), and as having taken the Rule out of His hands. But this is not a problem to the Psalmist, for he knows that in the end God will firmly establish His Kingly Rule. Nothing can prevent Him for man is but as grass, and when the wind blows he is gone (Psalms 103:15-16). And in contrast those who are oppressed will receive justice and be vindicated, and those who fear Him and keep His covenant and obey His commands will experience His covenant love (Psalms 103:6; Psalms 103:17-18), and they will do it ‘in the midst of the ekklesia’ (LXX of Psalms 22:22 MT) as the ‘great congregation’ (Psalms 22:25 MT - LXX ‘en ekklesia megale’). So the Psalmists clearly see that YHWH will re-exert His Kingly Rule, destroying those who continue in rebellion, while delivering those who respond to Him, submit to His covenant and walk in obedience to Him as ‘the congregation’ (ekklesia).

This whole idea is again emphasised in Psalms 22, and here as we have seen it is closely connected with ‘the congregation’. Here also the triumph of God’s Kingly Rule is assured, and it is especially the poor and the meek who will benefit. He has ‘not despised the affliction of the poor’ (Psalms 22:24 MT Psalms 22:25 LXX ptowchou), where ‘the poor’ is a description of the Psalmist, (and it is a Psalm of David, and it is thus not speaking of abject poverty). Thus it is to the poor (ptowchoi) in spirit that the Kingly Rule of Heaven belongs (Matthew 5:3). Moreover it also tells us that ‘the meek will eat and be satisfied’ (Matthew 5:5-6; Psalms 22:26; Psalms 37:11). And the poor and the meek will praise Him in the ekklesia (‘the congregation’ - Psalms 22:22; Psalms 22:25)). And the result will be that ‘all the ends of the earth will remember and turn to the Lord’ (Psalms 22:27). Here then is a description of what Jesus has come to bring about, blessing on the poor and the meek (Matthew 5:3; Matthew 5:5) through His Kingly Rule, so that they praise Him in ‘the congregation’, with the ends of the earth recognising that Kingly Rule (Matthew 22:22), and it is noteworthy that in the Psalm it follows hard on the description of the sufferings of the son of David in Psalms 22:12-21.

As a result His Name is to be declared to ‘my brethren’ and in the midst of ‘the congregation’ (LXX ekklesia ‘church’) He is to be praised. Thus those who will finally submit to the Kingly Rule of YHWH are here clearly described as ‘the church’ or ‘the congregation’, and Jesus may well have had this Psalm in mind here. We see therefore in these Psalms the basis of theses two central themes in Matthew, the ‘Kingly Rule’ of Heaven which will benefit the poor and meek, and the ‘congregation’ who will praise YHWH (Matthew 16:18; Matthew 18:17).

Verse 19
“I will give to you the keys of the kingly rule of heaven, and whatever you will bind on earth shall have been bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall have been loosed in heaven.” ’

Peter then continues to be honoured for what he has said, but we must remember that the privilege he receives is that of a servant, not of a master. He is to be given 'the keys of the Kingly Rule of Heaven' (but not necessarily the only keys). He will be, as it were, ‘a doorkeeper to the house of the Lord’ (Psalms 84:10). And what will these enable him to do? Jesus goes on to explain. They will enable him to bind and loose (an ability later given to all the Apostles - Matthew 18:18).It is the servant or steward who bears the keys, not the master of the household. And he will open up the door for others, both by determining doctrine, and by establishing the church. This was primarily fulfilled in that Peter was the first preacher to the Jews after the resurrection, in Acts 2, and the first official opener of the doors to Gentiles, in Acts 10-11.

But like all pictures, in interpreting this we must look for examples which explain the point in Scripture. We cannot just interpret it to suit our own viewpoints. That is to make revelation subject to what we think, and that is clearly foolish. Revelation is intended to shape what we think. A clear example of what these words mean is found in chapter 23, where the Scribes are said not to open the truth either to themselves or others. ‘You shut the Kingly Rule of Heaven against men. For you neither enter yourselves, nor allow those who are entering in to enter’ (Matthew 23:13). They were using the keys of the Kingly Rule of Heaven wrongly (each Scribe was given a key representing the key of knowledge when he graduated - Luke 11:52), because they resisted the truth as it is found in Jesus. And they sought to prevent others responding to His words. Thus the keys of the Kingly Rule of Heaven are related to the proclamation of the truth, and to the encouraging of men and women to enter under the Kingly Rule of Heaven. These words are highly significant, for they were indicating that 'the keys' which belonged to the Scribes had now been taken off them and given to the Apostles on their confession of His Messiahship.

To Peter then, and to the remainder of the Apostles, to the Scribes of the early church (Matthew 13:52), and to the later appointees of the early church, and to us, are granted the keys of the Kingly Rule of Heaven. When we proclaim His truth we open the door, when we withhold the truth we close the door. Peter was especially given the keys at this point because he had demonstrated by his words that he had a message to preach. He was the first to receive them because he was the first to declare the truth about Jesus. From now on he could proclaim this new truth, that Jesus is the Christ, the son of the living God, opening the Kingly Rule of Heaven to all who would hear.

But there is no suggestion that these are the only keys, and that they are given to Peter exclusively. He received them first because he was the first to testify of Jesus that He was the son of the living God. And as others began to be aware of the same they too would receive the keys of the Kingly Rule of Heaven.

In the light of the words that follow, it is almost certain that we are to see in these keys a reference to ‘the key of knowledge’ which was solemnly presented to each Rabbi on his successful completion of his probation, whereby he was to open the meaning of the Law to God’s people (compare Luke 11:52). It is true that that was only a single key given to each. But that is the point. Their keys have been taken from them and entrusted to Peter on behalf of all the Apostles. However if Jesus was combining this idea with that of proclamation to both Jew and Gentile then He might well have had in mind two keys, one for opening the truth to the Jews and the other for opening it to the Gentiles, just as He was doing Himself. It should be noted that the use of the key by the Rabbis was to unlock the truth to people in order that they might enter the Kingly Rule of Heaven (Matthew 23:13), and that Jesus’ charge is that they failed even to use if for themselves. There was no thought of them actually controlling who could enter (except by failing to reveal the truth to them). They were servants and stewards, not Masters.

‘And whatever you will bind on earth shall have been bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall have been loosed in heaven.’ Here is the prime example of the use of the keys. They are to be used in accordance with heavenly instruction through the Spirit (note the tense of the verb 'shall have been bound/loosed in Heaven'), as the Spirit reveals to them the deep things of God (1 Corinthians 2:9-16). The Rabbis were spoken of as binding the Law when they forbade something, or gave a strict interpretation, and as loosing the Law when they ameliorated it in some way. In the same way then, Peter was to be able to make decisions, along with all the other Apostles (Matthew 18:18), which would determine the meaning of Scriptural injunctions for God’s people. They were given the authority to expand and explain. We find this being carried out in the letters of Peter, John and Paul. But we should note that when there was disagreement expounded truth must prevail (e.g. Galatians 2:11-17). For this ministry they would be given special and unique enlightenment as they applied the Master’s words (John 16:13-14). This power and authority was especially required in the days of the infant church, before there was a New Testament which contained within it that expounded truth.

But we should note here the future perfect tense which whenever it is used is significant. The verb ‘to loose’ is freely used in all its tenses so that when the future perfect is chosen it must be seen as to be given its full force, otherwise it would not have been used. And that force is ‘shall have been’. Thus it is saying here that each decision that the disciples make is to have first been established in Heaven. They are thus to respond to what Heaven says, not make their decisions so that Heaven may concur. Theirs is a great responsibility. It is to receive the mind of Christ on behalf of the infant church (1 Corinthians 2:16). They were to be humble servants of the Master, and responsive to His revelation to them.

Note. These keys must not be confused with the key of David (Isaiah 22:22) for that is clearly still said to be in Jesus' hands as the One Who 'opens and shuts'. See Revelation 3:7. That is the key of history and of men's destiny.

Verse 20
‘Then he charged the disciples that they should tell no man that he was the Christ.’

Having declared His Messianic purpose Jesus now urged on His disciples the need to not, as yet, proclaim Him as the Messiah to the public. The reason for this was almost certainly because Israel’s view of the Messiah was such that the people might gain the wrong idea and seek to raise men to arms in support of His cause, while the Roman authorities would gather from the claim that He was an insurgent. So it would not only bring down on Him the wrath of Rome, but was also misrepresent the purpose for which He had come. He had come to save and to bless, not to destroy.

It was not that Jesus was not ‘the Anointed One’ (Messiah), for He constantly made clear in one way or another that He was. It was because the expression ‘Messiah’ gave to the people the wrong impression of Him because of men’s misconceptions. It had become a misrepresentation of the truth that it was intended to proclaim, and we must always be ready to drop terms that have begun to give misconceptions. However, once it had been reinterpreted after the resurrection, it would become a central plank in the Gospel. Jesus could then openly be proclaimed as ‘the Christ’.

Verse 21
‘From that time Jesus began to show to his disciples, that he must go to Jerusalem, and suffer many things at the hands of the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and the third day be raised up.’

Now He feels it important to make clear to His disciples the deeper truths concerning His coming, and ‘from that time’ He began to emphasise His coming suffering. Going to Jerusalem for these purposes was something that ‘it was necessary’ for Him to do. For it was in the will and purposes of God. So they must recognise once and for all that He was not here to lead them to victory against the Romans. Rather He was here to ‘suffer many things’, as the Son of man had suffered in Daniel 7 (as one with ‘the saints of the Most High’) under the depredations of the wild beasts, which represented empires like Rome, and as the Servant had suffered for the redemption of His people (Isaiah 53), and as the Psalmist king had suffered in readiness for the new dawn (Psalms 22). And this must be so because the world is such that godly people must always suffer if good is to triumph (Acts 14:22). Let them consider the Psalms which consistently refer to suffering. Let them consider what had happened to the prophets. Let them consider the Servant of the Lord in Isaiah 50, 53. It was the nature of the world that those who followed God would suffer (compare Hebrews 11). And thus He, Who as the Son of Man and Servant was representative man, must also ‘suffer many things’ including scorn, rejection, tears, scourgings and death. (Compare Matthew 17:22-23; Matthew 20:17-19; Matthew 20:28; Matthew 21:39; Matthew 26:2; Matthew 26:12; Matthew 26:24; Matthew 26:28; Matthew 26:31; Mark 9:12; Mark 10:45; Luke 17:25; Luke 22:15; Luke 24:7; Luke 24:26; Luke 24:46; John 3:14; John 10:15; John 10:17; Acts 1:3; Acts 3:18; Hebrews 2:18; Hebrews 5:8; Hebrews 9:26; Hebrews 13:12; 1 Peter 2:21; 1 Peter 2:23; 1 Peter 3:18; 1 Peter 4:1)

‘At the hands of the elders and chief priests and scribes.’ The elders were the prominent lay people on the Council (Matthew 21:23; Matthew 26:3; Matthew 26:47; Matthew 26:57; Matthew 26:59; Mark 11:27; Mark 14:43; Mark 14:53; Mark 15:1; Luke 7:3; Luke 20:1; Luke 22:52; Luke 22:66), the chief priests were the hierarchy who regulated Temple affairs (Matthew 21:15; Matthew 21:23; Matthew 21:45; Matthew 26:3; Matthew 26:14; Matthew 26:47; Matthew 26:59 etc.) and the scribes were the Teachers of the Law (Matthew 9:3; Matthew 12:28; Matthew 15:1; Matthew 21:15; Matthew 23; Matthew 26:3; Matthew 26:57; Matthew 27:41; Luke 5:21; Luke 5:30; Luke 6:7). He was already rejected by many of them and He recognised that it was to be expected that almost all of them would turn against Him (Psalms 118 (LXX 117).22), for He knew what was in man (John 2:25), and He was hardly ensuring His popularity by tearing down their structures and their hypocrisy. He was no different in this respect than the previous prophets. He was here to be rejected by the great Jewish religious leaders of the day, as the great prophets had always been, and necessarily must be (compare Matthew 21:35-36; Matthew 23:35; Matthew 23:37; Mark 12:5; Luke 6:23; Luke 13:33-34; Luke 20:10-12). In His view this was inevitable. Had He not Himself declared, ‘Woe to you when all men speak well of you’? (Luke 6:26). It was of false prophets that men spoke well (Luke 6:26). They had rejected Jeremiah. Would they not do the same to Him?

We can consider here God’s complaint against the Jewish leaders in Jeremiah 2:8, of whom He says, “the priests did not say ‘where is the Lord’ and they that handle the Law knew Me not.” They had long ago turned against God. Compare in this regard Jeremiah 18:18 where Jeremiah too was rejected by those who handled the Law and Jeremiah 20:1-2 where he was smitten by ‘the priest who was the chief officer in the house of the Lord’. See also Jeremiah 26:7-8; Jeremiah 26:11 where ‘the priests and the prophets’ sought his death. Jeremiah would be especially significant to Jesus as he too prophesied the destruction of the Temple (Jeremiah 7:14), calling it a ‘den of robbers’ (Jeremiah 7:11). And now a greater than Jeremiah was here saying the same things. So it would be nothing new for the religious leaders of Israel to condemn such a prophet ‘for the sake of the nation’ (John 18:14). This idea of the rejection by the Jewish leaders is further based on the pattern of such Scriptures as Zechariah 11 where the true shepherd who had fed the flock was rejected by the false shepherds of Judah and Israel, and was dismissed for thirty pieces of silver, the value of a slave, which he cast to the potter in the house of the Lord as a sign that the amount was rejected by him and was insufficient. Thus rejection by the elders, and chief priests and scribes must not be seen as anything unusual. It was what had always been.

‘And be killed.’ He had no doubts about what lay ahead. It is not really surprising that Jesus saw His future in terms of suffering. He had witnessed what had happened to John the Baptist (Matthew 14:3-12; Luke 9:7; Luke 9:9), He knew of the growing antagonism against Him (Matthew 9:11; Matthew 9:34; Matthew 12:1-14; Matthew 12:24; Matthew 15:1-2; Matthew 16:1; Mark 3:6; Mark 3:22; Luke 6:11), He knew of the career of the Suffering Servant in Isaiah 51:4-11; Isaiah 52:13 to Isaiah 53:12, and of the Smitten Shepherd in Zechariah 13:7 (consider John 10:11). He knew of the references to the suffering of the godly in the Psalms (e.g. Psalms 22; Psalms 118:10 on) and He knew that the Son of Man in Daniel as the representative of God’s people would come out of suffering into the presence of God, even while ‘the wild beasts’ were attacking the true people of God (Daniel 7:13-14 with Matthew 16:22 and Matthew 16:25-27). He had no Messianic delusions. Unlike the disciples He knew precisely what was in store for Him. And He knew that His death was necessary so that He could be a ‘ransom for many’ (Matthew 20:28; Mark 10:45)

Strictly speaking the disciples should also have been prepared for this, but like us, and like the Jews, they had the ability to make words mean what they wanted them to mean. Some of them had been disciples of John the Baptiser, and they had been shocked when he had met a violent end. And they had also been told that the Bridegroom was to be ‘snatched away’ from them (Matthew 9:15; Mark 2:20; Luke 5:35), and then they would fast. It had further been inferred that the temple of His body would be destroyed, and in three days raised again (John 2:19). And Jesus had clearly stated that He was giving His flesh for the life of the world (John 6:51) and that men would ‘eat and drink’ of Him (John 6:56), a clear reference to His being put to death according to Old Testament passages such as Psalms 14:4; Psalms 53:4; Micah 3:3; Isaiah 49:26; Zechariah 9:15 LXX compare Matthew 23:30. But in the way men have they had refused to accept the unpalatable truth and had ignored it. Now they were being faced up with it in a way that could not be ignored.

Interestingly we have here an evidence of how carefully the actual words of Jesus were preserved. It would have been so easy to alter it to read ‘crucified’, especially in the light of Matthew 16:24 (and see Luke 24:7) and the fact that crucifixion was the normal death under the Romans for high treason, but they did not. Compare Matthew 20:19 where, by then aware that He was to be handed over to the Gentiles, He recognised the inevitability of crucifixion.

‘And the third day be raised up.’ But on the third day He would rise again. He may not have intended ‘the third day’ literally. ‘Three days’ indicated a relatively short period of time and could mean ‘within days’ (compare the ‘three days journey’, a standard phrase in the Pentateuch indicating a shortish journey compared with the longer ‘seven days journey’ - Genesis 30:36; Exodus 3:18; Exodus 5:3; Exodus 8:27; Numbers 10:33; Numbers 33:8; Jonah 3:3).

This idea of a third day resurrection is found in Hosea 6:1-2, and as Jesus has previously mentioned (Matthew 12:39-40), in Jonah 1:29. (Matthew, like Luke, interprets the ‘three days’ of Mark as ‘the third day’ in accord with Jewish practise). And this interpreted in the light of the suffering Servant of Isaiah. Hosea 6:1-2 was initially spoken of Israel, (God’s vine). But Jesus was here as in Himself representing the true Israel, the true Vine (John 15:1), as God’s Son called out of Egypt (Matthew 2:15). As the Servant He was Israel (Isaiah 49:3). Thus he could apply Hosea 6:1-2 to Himself.

Note the context in Hosea. God will wait ‘in His place’ until Israel acknowledge their guilt and seek His face, and in their distress seek Him and say, ‘come let us return to the Lord’. But this will not be until ‘He has torn that He may heal them, He has stricken and will bind them up’. These last words could well have been spoken looking at the Servant. For as Isaiah has made clear (Isaiah 53:3-5) this was what first had be played out on the One Who was to come as the representative of Israel. We have here a clear picture of the Servant as described in Isaiah 53. It is in Him finally that He has torn them, it is in Him that He has stricken them, for He has borne in their place all that they should have faced (Isaiah 53:3-6). And the result will be a reviving and a raising up on the third day, first for Him (Isaiah 53:10; Isaiah 53:12) and then for them. For He will have gone before them in order to be a guilt offering and make it possible for all (Isaiah 53:10). Indeed it could all only be because their representative had first gone through it for them that they could enjoy it.

So as the One Who saw Himself as suffering for Israel in their place, and as their representative, Jesus also saw Himself as being raised again like them, on the third day as in Hosea.

Indeed a moments thought reveals that the Servant’s task could only be fulfilled by resurrection. How else could He ‘see His offspring’, ‘prolong His days’ and receive the spoils of victory (Isaiah 53:10; Isaiah 53:12)? (Compare also Isaiah 52:13-15). And how else could the Son of Man come triumphantly out of the suffering and death of the true people of God (the holy ones of the Most High) into the presence of the Ancient of Days to receive the everlasting kingdom (Daniel 7:13-14)? And unless He was raised how could the Holy One ‘not see corruption’ (Psalms 16:10)? Resurrection was required as God’s vindication in a suffering world (Isaiah 26:19), and especially so for the suffering Servant. And it is also constantly implied by such statements as Luke 9:24-26. All this was clear from the Scriptures (Luke 18:31).

Verses 21-27
Jesus Reveals That As The Messiah and Son of Man He Must Suffer (16:21-27).
Jesus declares that the way of suffering lies ahead for Him as the Messiah, and when Peter tries to show Him His ‘error’, He rebukes Peter and points out that all those who follow Him must choose the way of suffering. That is the way forward in order to establish His Kingly Rule over men’s lives. Contrary winds must be faced by those who would reach ‘the other side’. And then, when He returns in the glory of His Father as the Son of Man all will be judged according to their deeds. They will be examined to see whether are truly under the Kingly Rule of Heaven, whether they have truly done the will of His Father (Matthew 7:21). For He is not dealing now with personal preferences but with the Kingly Rule of Heaven, and what it requires of men and women in a world which is in opposition to God.

a From that time Jesus began to show to His disciples, that He must go to Jerusalem, and suffer many things at the hands of the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and the third day be raised up (Matthew 16:21).

b And Peter took Him, and began to rebuke Him, saying, “Be it far from you, Lord, this will never happen to you” (Matthew 16:22).

c But He turned, and said to Peter, “Get you behind me, Satan, You are a stumbling-block to me, for you do not mind the things of God, but the things of men” (Matthew 16:23).

d Then Jesus said to His disciples, “If any man would come after me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow me” (Matthew 16:24).

c “For whoever would save his life will lose it, and whoever will lose his life for my sake will find it” (Matthew 16:25).

b “For what will a man be profited, if he shall gain the whole world, and forfeit his life? Or what shall a man give in exchange for his life?” (Matthew 16:26).

a “For the Son of man will come in the glory of His Father with His angels, and then will He render to every man according to his deeds” (Matthew 16:27).

Note that in ‘a’ Jesus will be judged by men according to what He has done, and in the parallel He will judge men according to what they have done. In ‘b’ Peter seeks to dissuade Him from suffering, and in the parallel those who avoid suffering will lose their very life. In ‘c’ Jesus rebukes Peter because he has sought to persuade Him to go against the will of God and avoid losing His life, and in the parallel He points out that the one who seeks to save his life will lose it. Centrally in ‘d’ is the central theme of discipleship.

Verse 22
‘And Peter took him aside, and began to rebuke him, saying, “Be it far from you, Lord, this will never happen to you.” ’

At Jesus’ words about rejection by the Jewish leaders resulting in His death Peter felt a need to intervene. He was probably still glowing at Jesus’ previous commendation of him. Now he felt that Jesus was becoming too pessimistic, and that that could only put disciples off. And he might also have found the idea too much to bear. So he ‘took Him aside’ and began to rebuke Him, telling Him that that could never happen to Him, that He was distorting the position. How much of this was due to self-opinionation and how much to an excess of sensitivity we do not know, but it produced an instant reaction from Jesus. The words He was hearing from a beloved disciple were not helping Him. And Peter had to learn to seek the mind of Heaven before he spoke. Jesus’ words were not just a rebuke to Peter. They were intended to pull him up short and make him think of the consequences of what he was saying before he spoke.

The rebuke, and the public nature of it, were very necessary. Peter had been held up as an example of one to whom God revealed things. It was therefore necessary that he and the disciples recognise that there was someone else who could reveal things to him as well.

Verse 23
‘But he turned, and said to Peter, “Get you behind me, Satan, You are a snare to me, for you do not mind the things of God, but the things of men.” ’

So He turned to Peter, and naming Him as Satan ‘the adversary’ (satanas), bade him get behind Him, pointing out that he was becoming a snare or stumblingblock to Him (literally the trigger (skandalon) that makes the trap work) in seeking to turn Him aside from His destiny as the Servant of the Lord. He pointed out that what he was saying was not minding what God wanted, it was simply thinking like men did who had no part in the things of God.

Note here how quickly Peter the rock-like man had rather become a rock of stumbling through failing to mind the things of God, and how the one blessed of the Father with enlightenment was now listening to Satan in the darkness. It was a reminder that he could not effectively use his keys, nor his power to bind and loose, until he had learned to discover the mind of God. And at present that was not so. He was behaving like Satan who had also tempted Him to take the easy way (Matthew 4:1-11). Jesus was ever aware that Satan still sought to divert Him from God’s chosen path, and He saw him at work through Peter.

Verse 24
‘Then Jesus said to his disciples, “If any man would come after me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow me.” ’

Jesus then responded to Peter’s foolish words with a warning of what it would mean to follow Him. And His first challenge here was this, and it was a vivid one. Were they willing from now on to deny themselves and take up their crosses and go on following Him? For if they wanted to come after Him, that was what would be required of them. We might translate ‘sets his will to come after me’, for that is the idea. It is a matter of choice, decision and determination. Jesus here chose the most vivid picture that He could think of, a picture that was constantly displayed before Jews because it was constantly a penalty carried out on insurrectionists in and around Galilee.

There was not a town in Galilee which had not seen the soldiers arrive, arrest one or more of their sons, lay across their backs the crosspiece on which they would be suspended, and then drag them off to die horribly. It was the ultimate in self-sacrifice. And once a man took up his cross all knew that he was saying goodbye to his past life for ever. He was saying goodbye to everything. He was walking the hard way which demanded everything of him (compare Matthew 7:13-14). And he had committed himself to that from the moment that he became an insurrectionist. There is indeed a sense in which it was at that first moment of choice that he had taken up the cross. It is in fact tempting to think that when those brave, if rather foolhardy, men secretly joined up with the insurrectionists they jested to each other that they were ‘taking up their crosses’, for they would know that that was what lay in store for them if and when they were caught.

Jesus had seen an especially vivid example of this in his younger days when Judas the Galilean had aroused the people of Galilee against the Roman census in 6 AD, raiding the local arsenal at Sepphoris, not far from Nazareth, and leading a band of brave men to their deaths. The result had been a multiplicity of crucifixions along the roadsides, the razing of Sepphoris to the ground and the sale of its inhabitants into slavery, something which Jesus and His contemporaries would never have forgotten.

And that is what the man who followed the Christ had to recognise. He was called on to face up to the same ultimate choice as those men, and that was to follow Him to the utmost, without any regard for himself. He must even be prepared to follow Him to death. (In the light of what they had just been told would happen to Him this would have a special significance to the Apostles).

The emphasis here was on daily commitment of the most extreme kind. The point was that each one who would come after Him must be prepared to turn his back on himself, and his own ways and his own desires, and his own chosen road, and to daily walk the way of the cross, picking up his cross anew each day so as to walk in His way in total self-sacrifice. He must choose daily to walk in the way of Christ, rather than his own way (see Isaiah 53:6), however painful it might be. He wanted them to recognise that this was what was involved in following Him. The mention of the cross was to speak of the most dreadful suffering known to men of that day. All had seen the Roman crosses set up by the roadside as a warning to criminals and rebels. All had seen the men who hung there in agony and the suffering involved. They must therefore even be prepared for that. It was a demand for total self-surrender and commitment, and a warning that it might include death.

Later this statement would be given a slightly different emphasis by being interpreted in terms of a spiritual dying to the self, and a living only for Christ through His resurrection life (compare Romans 6:3; Romans 6:11; Galatians 2:20), but here in its initial form it is stark in its reality, and refers to actually being ready to go out into life each day with the intention of turning their back on all the old ways and living wholly for Christ, recognising that any day death might be a possibility because of their choice. In view of the growing antagonism Jesus did not want them to be unaware of what might await them. And thus He tells them that they must live their lives in the light of impending death. They were to take seriously the words, ‘in the midst of life we are in death’.

Verse 25
“For whoever would save his life will lose it, and whoever will lose his life for my sake will find it.”

On the other hand, He pointed out, in spite of that, there was really only one choice to make, for the alternative was not really a choice at all. Not to respond would be equally fatal. For the one who shunned this dying to self and such a possibility of martyrdom, and thereby sought to save His life for himself, would unquestionably finally lose true life altogether. He would lose his soul. This was the challenge of the last days.

But the one who did, for Christ’s sake, actually lose his life by giving it up to Christ to be solely lived for His purposes, and indeed to die for Him if necessary, would in fact then save it. For he could then be sure that he would have life that was life indeed and that in the final day he would be raised with Him (see John 6:39-40; John 6:44). We may rightly spiritualise it in applying it to ourselves, but in the violent world of those days it was a genuine option and the mention of the cross had an ominous significance.

The choice He offered was certainly not an easy one for anyone, and especially not for the well-to-do and the influential. By openly following Jesus they might easily cut themselves off from the spheres of influence and power and be degraded and set aside by those in authority. No one knew where his choice would lead him. He might be committing political suicide. He might be ostracised by his friends. And it might even lead to death. It was a choice with which those who thought to follow Christ then would constantly be faced, and in some places still are. But as Jesus wanted each to recognise, the alternative was in the end to lose everything. So while to opt for Christ carried with it the possibility of suffering, persecution, and death, although then with the guarantee of eternal life, to opt against Him was to opt for final destruction.

Verse 26
“For what will a man be profited, if he shall gain the whole world, and forfeit his life? Or what shall a man give in exchange for his life?” ’

So He puts to those who were following Him (and to us) the ultimate challenge. Of what advantage is there for anyone to gain the whole world and as a result forfeit eternal life? And if he failed to follow Christ what could a man possibly offer to God in exchange for his life? Jesus knew the temptation. He had been offered the whole world by Satan (Matthew 4:8-9). But He had turned it down. In a lesser way men have stood astride their world many times in history, and have received much glory and wealth, but in the end all have died, and perished. Not one is alive today. And thus ultimately, if their living had not been for Christ, they had lost all. They may be famous names in the history books, but if their names were not written in Heaven, they have nothing. Are they, asks Jesus, the gainers or the losers? But to the one who comes to Him, yielding himself to Him, He gives eternal life. By giving up what they cannot finally keep, they gain what they cannot lose. In return, however, they must be ready to lay their lives on the line for Him, and to follow Him utterly. This is a constant theme in the New Testament (John 3:17; John 3:19; 1 Corinthians 1:18-31; 2 Corinthians 4:18; Galatians 2:20; 2 Peter 1:4; 1 John 2:15-16). It is not that by this they buy themselves life. It is because they cannot find life apart from following the One Who will give His life a ransom for many (Matthew 20:28).

Some have seen this verse as partly based on Psalms 49. ‘Those who trust in their wealth, and boast themselves in the huge amount of their riches, none of them can by any means redeem his brother, nor give to God a ransom for him -- that he should still live always, that he should not see corruption -- but God will redeem my soul from the power of Sheol, for He will receive me. Do not be afraid when one is made rich, when the glory of his house is increased, for when he dies he will carry nothing away’ (Psalms 49:6-9; Psalms 49:15-17). In that Psalm it was clearly indicated that there was no way by which men could redeem themselves, however rich they were. There was nothing that they could give in exchange for true life. Only God could redeem them.

Verse 27
“For the Son of man will come in the glory of his Father with his angels, and then will he render to every man according to his deeds.”

The last part of this verse is cited from Psalms 62:12 where it is God Who does this. For in the end all must be judged in the light of the final day. One day Jesus will come as the Son of Man, coming in the full glory of His Father, the glory that He had with Him before the world was (John 17:5), accompanied by His angels, those angels who had remained faithful to God from the beginning, and they will then render to every man in accordance with what he has done. None will escape the searching eye of God. For all things are open to Him with Whom we have to do. The only thing that will not have to be accounted for is forgiven sin.

‘The glory of the Father’ does not just indicate glorious light. It indicates all the resources of the Father. For in the Old Testament a king’s or nation’s ‘glory’ was often its armies and its wealth (e.g. Isaiah 8:7; Isaiah 10:3; Isaiah 16:14; Isaiah 17:3; etc.).

For those who are truly His this will be a glorious day. The dead in Christ will rise first, and then those who are alive and remain will be taken up to be for ever with the Lord (1 Thessalonians 4:13-18). The elect will be gathered in (Matthew 24:31). The wheat will be gathered into the barn (Matthew 3:12; Matthew 13:30; Matthew 13:43). And then in that day they will receive according to what they have done, as the Lord rewards His own (Romans 14:10; 1 Corinthians 3:13; 1 Corinthians 4:5; 2 Corinthians 5:10). But for those who are not His, who have not heard His words and done them, there will only be ‘outer darkness’ and the weeping and gnashing of teeth as they see that they have lost everything by their folly (Matthew 8:11-12; Matthew 13:42; Matthew 13:50; Matthew 22:13; Matthew 24:51; Matthew 25:30). For them there will be no glory and no light, only everlasting destruction from the presence of the Lord, and from the glory of His power (2 Thessalonians 1:9).

The fact that the Son of Man comes in the glory of the Father is an indication that He has previously come to God in the clouds to receive His Kingship and glory (Daniel 7:14), for that is why He can return in that glory to deliver His people and judge the world. So when the next verse speaks of Him ‘coming in His Kingly Rule’ (but not in His glory) it may be seen as suggesting a distinction between the coming in Kingly Rule and the coming in glory (compare His distinction in Luke 4:19 between ‘the acceptable year of the Lord’ and ‘the day of vengeance of our God’, the latter of which He omits because it was not coming at the same time. In the same way in Matthew 16:28 he omits the glory).

Verse 28
Note on Matthew 16:28.
Before we consider this whole passage we should perhaps consider the meaning of Matthew 16:28 which has been the subject of much controversy. And in order to consider it we need to see the three versions of it, as found in Matthew, Mark and Luke, side by side.

16. 28 “Truly I say to you, there are some of those who stand here, who will in no way taste of death, until they see the Son of man coming in His kingly rule.”

Mark 9:1 ‘And he said to them, “Truly I say to you, there are some here of those who stand by who will in no way taste of death until they see the Kingly Rule of God come with power.” ’

Luke 9:27 “But I tell you of a truth, There are some of them who stand here, who will in no wise taste of death, until they see the Kingly Rule of God.”

Note that all the versions emphasise the certainty of the truth of the statement, all speak of those who stand there, all refer to their not all tasting death until what follows occurs, the difference therefore lies in the final words. ‘Until they see’ 1) the Son of Man coming in His Kingly Rule, 2) the Kingly Rule of God come with power, 3) the Kingly Rule of God, and even here the emphasis in each case is on God’s Kingly Rule, in Matthew’s case as exercised through the Son of Man.

It is noteworthy also that all the statements follow the idea of the Son of Man coming in glory, either His own or His Father’s, something which is emphasised. Yet one striking consideration here is that, although all differ, none of the three versions of this verse refer to that glory. Their emphasis is on their ‘seeing the Kingly Rule of God’, in Mark’s case ‘with power’, and the glory appears to be avoided. Contrast how in Matthew 24:27; Matthew 24:30; Matthew 25:31 we find the repetition of the idea of glory. And this is especially interesting in the light of the fact that His coming in glory is never spoken of as introducing His Kingly Rule. Its emphasis is on His being the Judge as a result of possessing that Kingly Rule.

This suggests strongly that this verse is intended to refer to the fact that He is seen first as coming in His Kingly Rule (with power), in order to establish it, but not in glory. Luke’s phrase especially is quite basic. In view of Jesus’ words concerning the presence of the Kingly Rule of God as already being on earth (Matthew 17:21) and as something that is spreading (Matthew 16:16) this would suggest that Luke at least is talking about the Kingly Rule of God as being ‘seen’ in its establishment on a wide basis on earth (Acts 1:3; Acts 1:8; Acts 28:23; Acts 28:31). Mark’s addition of ‘with power’ tends to confirm this, rather than otherwise. The idea is of the invasion first, and then the taking up of His throne in glory follows. What then does Matthew’s ‘the Son of Man coming in His Kingly Rule’ refer to? One reply to that question could be that he answers the question himself in Matthew 28:18-20. For there Matthew is indicating that he sees Jesus as returning after receiving all authority in Heaven and on earth, in order to go forward personally with His disciples to establish His Kingly Rule among the nations. He is to be seen as ‘coming in His Kingly Rule’ as with them He goes forward to establish that Kingly Rule. The doubt that may be raised is that in those verses there is no mention of the Son of Man. But countering that is the fact that calling Jesus the Son of Man after His resurrection, in a context where He is called the Son, might not be seen as fitting. He is no longer the Son of Man, He is the Son. Another alternative possibility is that ‘coming in His Kingly Rule’ refers to His approach to the throne of God ‘in royal power’ so as to establish His dominion and glory with God’s help (Daniel 7:13; compare Matthew 26:64 where that idea is also probably in mind). That being so the most reasonable interpretation of these words in all three versions is that they refer to Jesus’ coming work of establishing the Kingly Rule of God on earth in its expanded manifestation as it reaches out to ‘all nations’, in Matthew’s case by the fact of His very presence with them, having received His Kingly Rule, and in the case of Mark and Luke by the Holy Spirit revealing God’s Kingly Rule and bringing it about and extending it in Acts.

Other suggestions include that it refers to the Transfiguration (see below), to the Kingly Rule as having already come and needing to be appreciated, to Pentecost, to the Destruction of Jerusalem and to the Parousia. All are of course undoubtedly manifestations of His Kingly Rule, but in our view none of these quite fit comfortably in with Jesus’ way of expressing it

End of note.

Matthew 16:28 “Truly I say to you, there are some of those who stand here, who will in no way taste of death, until they see the Son of man coming in His kingly rule.”

Following what we have seen in the note this is Jesus’ firmly declared confirmation to His disciples that within the possible lifetimes of the youngest present (the some who will not taste of death) they will see the Son of Man coming in His Kingly Rule, that is, His Kingly authority.

Looking at the chiasmus there may well be the indication that this verse is partly fulfilled in the Transfiguration, for ‘seeing the Son of Man coming in His Kingly Rule’ is there paralleled with ‘seeing no one but Jesus only’, and the Son of Man certainly appears in the Transfiguration in glory. They could thus be said to have seen in His transfiguration His manifestation as the King in His glory (Daniel 7:14), and as the manifestation of the One Who has come in His Kingly Rule, a preview of the greater manifestation in Matthew 25:31. And this ties in with the fact that in each Gospel the Transfiguration scene is firmly attached to these words. Taking the words strictly literally the Transfiguration fulfils all the requirements of the verse. And this suggestion is further backed up in that 2 Peter 1:16 can be interpreted as describing the Transfiguration in terms of revealing ‘the power and the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ’, where the revelation of His power and His coming are seen as synonymous and as being revealed at that time.

But it is argued that the Transfiguration probably cannot be seen as the full fulfilment of these words, because that would appear to make nonsense of the words ‘some standing here’, which seem to indicate that a good number will taste of death before this ‘coming of the Son of Man in His Kingly Rule’. On the other hand that is not what He said. He did not say that many would taste of death, only that some would not until they had seen what He is speaking about. We can thus argue that Jesus deliberately did not want to be too specific about what He was planning, and knew that only some would see the Transfiguration. It is all thus very much a matter of interpretation. It could be argued that all that Jesus was wanting to get over was that only some would see it and that it would happen ‘shortly’, certainly within their lifetime. On the other hand, as we have seen, the total lack of the thought of ‘glory’ which has so prominent a part in descriptions of His second coming (Matthew 16:27; Matthew 24:27; Matthew 24:30; Matthew 25:31 twice), and of the Transfiguration, militates against Matthew 16:28 signifying either the Transfiguration or the return in glory. If that is so it therefore rather appears to point to the establishment of His Kingly Rule on earth in powerful fashion (as in mind in, for example, Matthew 11:12; Matthew 13:38; Matthew 13:52), prior to His glorious appearing, and as something that will take a good number of years to achieve (enough time to see the deaths of a good many present). It is by this process therefore that the Son of Man’s coming in His Kingly Rule is to be manifested (see Matthew 28:18-20 and compare Matthew 26:64). So all in all we may see this as Jesus’ assurance to His disciples that even though He is to suffer in the future, they are to recognise that this will not prevent the coming in of God’s Kingly Rule in the power of God, which is the purpose of His coming.

‘Until they see the Son of man coming in His kingly rule.’ The natural reading of ‘until’ would be that in the end all would taste of death. This would then confirm that it does not refer to the Parousia (for no believers could die after the Parousia when all had been gathered in) and would suggest therefore that the Parousia would not take place within the lifetime of any of them. It suggests that they will see the Kingly Rule beginning to be established by Him but will in the end die leaving that establishment to be carried on, until the Parousia finally arrives.

17 Chapter 17 

Verse 1
‘And after six days Jesus takes with Him Peter, and James, and John his brother, and brings them up into a high mountain apart.’

‘After six days.’ Here we must ask the question, six days from when? The answer could possibly be ‘after the confession of Peter at Caesarea Philippi’, or it could signify six days ‘after saying these words’. The fact that Luke has it as ‘about eight days after’, however, possibly warns against our trying to read too much into the ‘six days’. (Luke’s ‘about eight days’ includes a part day at the beginning and a part day at the end, and is therefore the equivalent of these six days). It would thus appear simply to literally indicate the passing of time an unusual situation in Matthew, although of course taken from his source. Nevertheless as he could easily have abbreviated it out, as he so often does with extraneous material, this suggests that at the very minimum it is because he wants to maintain the link between the Transfiguration and what has gone before. This would seem to confirm the fact that he sees the Transfiguration as at least a partial fulfilment of the promise in Matthew 16:28, if not the whole.

Some have seen the six days as connected with the six days in Exodus 24:16, but surely if Matthew had intended us to identify with those he would have introduced ‘and on the seventh day’ as it does in Exodus. Nor are the circumstances anything like identical. In Exodus 24:16 Moses was already higher up the mountain prior to waiting for the six days, and the waiting was in order to enter the cloud. Furthermore Moses did not initially take up only three people, he took up seventy four, Aaron, Nadab, Abihu, the seventy elders and Joshua. The differences are thus significant. If Jesus (or Matthew) had wanted us to identify the two scenarios surely more effort would have been put into some kind of nearer parallelism. The emphasis in Matthew, as in the other Gospels, is on Moses AND Elijah, even if Moses does come first, in other words on the Law and the Prophets.

‘Peter and James and John.’ It is clear that these three are selected out as special and especially trustworthy witnesses from among the disciples (compare Matthew 26:37; Mark 5:37). Three is a number indicating completeness which is why we so often find threes in Scripture.

‘Into a high mountain apart.’ The suggestion of a high mountain indicates an ‘other worldly’ experience for Him. Compare Matthew 4:8. This in the same way as going up into ‘the mountain’ always seems to indicate a specially blessed experience for His disciples, although at a lower level.

The mountain where the Transfiguration happened is traditionally said to have been Mount Tabor, a 600 metre (1,900 foot) hill that rises conspicuously at the east end of the Jezreel Valley. However as Josephus wrote that in those days there was a walled fortress on its summit it would not really have been the place to go for peace and solitude, and it is not really describable as ‘a high mountain’. Others have suggested Mount Hermon. This was close to Caesarea Philippi, and was 3000 metres (9,232 feet) high. But that would be an unlikely place to find Scribes and a crowd waiting at the bottom (although crowds did go long distances seeking Jesus). Another suggestion is Mount Miron, the highest mountain in Israel between Caesarea Philippi and Capernaum at 1,000 metre (3,926 feet) high. A fourth possibility is Mount Arbel on the west side of the Sea of Galilee. This is a high mountain from which the whole of the Sea of Galilee is visible. Mount Miron would appear a likely candidate, but clearly no one thought the question important, which tends to confirm that we are to learn a lesson from the fact that it was a ‘high mountain’.

Verse 2
‘And He was transfigured before them, and his face shone as the sun, and his garments became white as the light.’

And there in that high mountain the disciples saw an amazing transformation take place. They saw Jesus transfigured before them. Before their eyes His face shone like the sun, and His clothing became ‘white as light’, glistening and other worldly, and glorious. And they must have been shaken to the core, for this was not what they had been expecting when they went up with Him into the mount. It was true that Peter had declared Jesus to be ‘the Christ, the Son of the living God’. But those had been words which manifested a conviction that had taken hold of his heart. This was something different. They were seeing that He was. They were being made to recognise as never before the uniqueness of Jesus.

And well they might for there is no other occasion in Scripture where this kind of appearance is seen as being true of a human being. It is seen to be true to some extent of heavenly figures (see Matthew 28:3; Daniel 10:5-6; Revelation 1:13-15), but never of an earthly One. For here there is no thought that it is the presence of God in glory that has caused it. This is no reflected glory, as it was with Moses when his face, and only his face, shone in Exodus 34:29, when he had been face to face with God in the cloud. (We should note also that that was semi-permanent and that Moses brought it down from the mountain with him. It was not a once for all revelation. It was borrowed glory intended to impress the people below. So its source was different, its aim was different, and the detail of the description is very different). The idea here is rather that the inward glory of Jesus is being revealed to His disciples. In that ‘high mountain’, having come closer, as it were, to Heaven, what He was in Himself could not remain hidden. The sun was the brightest light then known to man, and beyond man’s reach, and spoke of heavenly glory, while garments as white as light indicated total purity and unearthliness. He was thus here being revealed as of absolute glory and purity, and as basically One Who was from Heaven.

The description is, of course, making clear what was seen, not defining it. Glory shone out from Him. The parallels in the other Gospels mainly concentrate on the clothing. Mark says it was unearthly. It was ‘as no scourer on earth could whiten it’. Luke says it was ‘glistening’ (exastraptown), a word used in Daniel 10:9 of the glistening feet of a rather spectacular angel. But ‘white as light’ here in Matthew goes further. It brings to mind Psalms 104:2, ‘You are clothed with honour and majesty, Who cover yourself with light as with a garment’. This confirms that the aim here is to bring out Jesus’ ‘unearthliness’, and here in Matthew even His divinity.

Daniel 7:9 speaks of the Ancient of Days (God) as having ‘raiment as white as snow’ (compare Matthew 28:3), and this is in fact picked up by copyists who later incorporated it in the Transfiguration text of both Matthew (D and versions) and Mark (A D and versions). But even if we reject those readings on the basis of the evidence the comparison does confirm the heavenly nature of the ‘whiteness’. So Jesus is being revealed as a heavenly figure, and more.

This is backed up by the fact that the word for ‘white’ (leukos), when used elsewhere in the New Testament, either refers to the clothing of angels, or else to the clothing of glorified saints who have been cleansed by the blood of Jesus. It symbolises what is pure and is not of earth.

However Luke also confirms that ‘the appearance of His countenance was altered’, and Matthew here describes it as ‘shining like the sun’. This connects Him with the righteous who will in the future shine forth as the sun in the Kingly Rule of their Father (Matthew 13:43), but here it is seen as His already, not something that He has to receive in the future. He is already the Righteous One (compare Acts 3:14) shining like the sun. One day all the righteous ones, made righteous by His coming and the divine activity upon them (see on Matthew 5:6), will be like Him for they will see Him as He is (1 John 3:2). Matthew may well also have had in mind the Sun of righteousness Who would arise with healing in His wings (Malachi 4:3).

This growing in righteousness and glory of His people so that they become ‘the righteous’ is in fact revealed in similar terms to the Transfiguration in 2 Corinthians 3:18. There it comes about through beholding/reflecting the glory of the Lord. But there it is we and not the Lord whose shining is likened to the shining of Moses’ skin.

Comparison can be made with the faces which were ‘as lightning’, again of the angels in Matthew 28:3; Daniel 10:9. But as the sun is brighter and more permanent than the lightning, so was His glory seen to be more glorious as compared with theirs. If the ideas are being borrowed and to some extent improved on in order to bring out what is unique, the outshining of the glory of Jesus (compare Hebrews 1:3), they are not just being duplicated. In contrast with them He is the outshining of the glory of God and the ‘stamped out image’ of His substance (Hebrews 1:3). As Peter puts it, ‘we were eyewitnesses of His majesty’ and ‘He received honour and glory from God the Father’ (2 Peter 1:16-17).

However, the main immediate comparison that would probably have been made by the Apostles as they saw Him in His glory on the Mount, would be with the glory of the Lord as He came down on the Tabernacle (and later the Temple). There He met with the children of Israel, and there His holiness was manifested. See Exodus 29:43; Exodus 40:34-35; 1 Kings 8:11. But here the glory is seen rather to have emanated from Jesus, revealing that Jesus Himself was, in His humanity, God’s Dwellingplace, and it is important in this regard to note that the glory is seen as being that of Jesus Himself, for the voice of the Father ‘came out of Heaven’ (2 Peter 1:18), from the cloud, not from Jesus Himself.

This ‘vision’ might well also have reminded the disciples of another vivid scene in Isaiah 6:1-8. That too was a glorious vision of a King in His glory, for although His glory is not mentioned there, it is implied in the fact that the seraphim covered their faces before Him and in the moving of the foundations, and there can be little doubt that the disciples would have seen that appearance in Isaiah in the light of the Shekinah, the revelation of the glory of God in His Dwellingplace. And there too He was accompanied by heavenly attendants who spoke to Him. There too the cloud came down (the house was filled with a smoke cloud), and there too a voice spoke from Heaven, referring to the need to listen (which would not be heeded in the case of Isaiah’s listeners). So there are a number of similarities. Of course here on the Mount Jesus could not yet be on a throne because He had not yet been glorified, but that is how He will be depicted in Matthew 25:31. Here He is being depicted rather as the beloved Son, prior to His coronation (Matthew 28:18), but it is probably still in terms of that vision of Isaiah (compare also Isaiah 60:19). This ties in again with Matthew’s emphasis on Isaiah and his prophecies in Matthew 3:2 to Matthew 20:28.

Later in Revelation 1:13-16 similar descriptions will be used of Jesus, in a similar manifestation of glory, there described in terms of His face shining as the sun and as walking in the midst of His ‘congregation’, (seen in terms of seven ‘congregations’ which represent the universal congregation), and having the keys of Death and of Hades. These are concepts which tie in with this whole passage from Matthew 16:13 to Matthew 17:8, which reveals as it does the increasing manifestation of Christ, first as the Son of the living God (Matthew 16:16) revealed in power in establishing His congregation and bringing the keys which release from Hades (Matthew 16:18), and then as the glorious Son making known His glory (Matthew 17:2; Matthew 17:5; Revelation 1:17). And all this in terms of tribulation and kingship (Matthew 16:24-25; Matthew 16:28; Revelation 1:9). It is no coincidence that the Apostle John was present at both visions. Revelation 1 was an even greater (because totally heavenly) manifestation of what happened here.

Verse 3
‘And behold, there appeared to them Moses and Elijah talking with him.’

And then to cap His glory Moses and Elijah appeared before the amazed eyes of the disciples and talked with Him. Men of Heaven came down to earth. ‘Behold’ indicates something new that is happening of which note should be taken. His glorious Transfiguration had undoubtedly revealed His heavenly nature and status (compare John 17:5), but now the question is, what did the presence of Moses and Elijah reveal, and what did it mean? Note that they were ‘talking with Him’. It was not just to be seen as a series of strange visions, but as something that actually took place in which Moses and Elijah had a part to play.

It is quite possible that the disciples did not know who the visitors were at first, although it is equally possible that both Moses and Elijah wore things that identified them. Elijah’s prophetic dress would certainly have been very distinctive. But their conversations would probably be the sealing factor.

Unquestionably the first significance of their presence is that it indicated that both the great Lawgiver of Israel, and the great representative of the Prophets who, as the greatest of all the prophets, was to return again to turn many to God (Malachi 4:5), were there to witness to Jesus. And they were both there in their heavenly state, supporting Jesus, and seeing Him as the central figure, and as the One to Whom they looked, and to Whom they offered their support. It confirms that both of them supported what Jesus was doing, and that in Him a greater than Moses, and a greater than Elijah (compare Matthew 12:41-42), had come, in order to ‘fulfil the Law or the Prophets’ (Matthew 5:17). And that is no doubt what they were talking to Him about. In this regard it should be noted that the book of the Prophets had closed with the words ‘Remember you the law of Moses My servant --- behold I will send you Elijah the prophet’ (Malachi 4:4-5). Now they were both there testifying to Jesus.

A further point that might be significant was that both of these men had previously gone into mountains for the very purpose of experiencing the mighty presence of God in person (Exodus 24:15; 1 Kings 19:8-18). And now here they were again in the mountain, but this time sharing in the glory of Jesus.

Matthew, like Luke, has reversed the order from ‘Elijah and Moses’ as found in Mark. Part of the reason for this might have been in order to fit in with the order in Matthew 5:17. But it may also signify that as a Jew he is putting a greater emphasis on Moses. To the Jews Moses had an unparalleled pre-eminence.

However, the grounds for seeing a ‘second Moses’ motif, rather than a second exodus motif, are not solid, unless we simply see by that that Jesus ‘fulfilled’ both Moses and Elijah, and more. While there are superficial similarities to the book of Exodus they are not exact enough to indicate that. Jesus is not here to be seen as a second Moses nor as a second Elijah. He is greater than both and fulfils both, and both point to Him. In Him ‘Israel’ are finally ‘coming out of Egypt’ for good (Matthew 2:15). And we should note in this regard that Matthew deliberately omits the fact that they were speaking of His coming ‘exodus’ (Luke 9:31) which He was to accomplish at Jerusalem, which would be strange if he particularly wanted to emphasise Jesus as a second, or even superior, Moses. Furthermore the reversal of the order actually makes it more difficult to see a pointer forward to a new Elijah (John), followed by a new Moses (Jesus) as lying behind the two names.

So what the presence of Moses and Elijah is accomplishing is the confirmation of Jesus’ unique status as the One to whom they had pointed as representatives of the Law and the Prophets. They had pointed forward. He is the fulfilment of it all. And what Matthew’s order may be intended to suggest is that he saw them as representing salvation history from its commencement to that time, with Moses as the great initial Deliverer, and Elijah as the final preparer of the way. And now the One has come for whom both have prepared, and they must point to Him and then withdraw. Their task is done. For Elijah’s work has been completed by John the Baptist. But none of the three disciples would ever forget that they had seen these great men bear witness to their Master. It threw new light onto many things.

But there is possibly a further significance in the mentioning of these two, for Moses was the one who originally formed ‘the congregation of Israel’ into a cohesive unit, and miraculously fed them with bread in the wilderness, and Elijah had been responsible in the northern kingdom of Israel for establishing ‘the sons of the prophets’ and for taking care of the seven thousand who had not bowed the knee to Baal whom God had reserved to Himself (1 Kings 19:18), who represented what was left of the congregation of Israel that was still acceptable to God, thereby establishing a new ‘congregation’ from the remnant. And he also miraculously fed a woman and her son with bread (1 Kings 17:12-16), while his successor too, who shared his spirit (2 Kings 2:9; 2 Kings 2:15), miraculously fed a hundred of his followers with bread (2 Kings 4:42-44, compare Matthew 4:1-7). Thus these two may be seen as pointing ahead to the One who will form and miraculously feed in a far greater way the final new ‘congregation of Israel’, preserved out of the old.

Verse 4
‘And Peter answered, and said to Jesus, “Lord, it is good for us to be here. If it is your will I will make here three booths, one for you, and one for Moses, and one for Elijah.” ’

Peter appears to have considered that this wonderful scene was something that was intended to be permanent, or at least strove to make it so, although Mark tells us that he also spoke out of fear, not knowing what to say. So we must not judge him too harshly. But what he says does demonstrate that to him at least what he was seeing was actually happening and not just a vision. For he suggested that he and his fellow disciples should build three booths, one for Jesus, one for Moses, and one for Elijah (for such great leaders could hardly be expected to build their own). His probable idea was that these booths would shield their glory from the people (see Luke 9:31) and act as sanctuaries to which people could come to consult with them. It may also have included the idea that as they had apparently come to assist Jesus in His work, they must therefore be given accommodation suited to their status (as tents of generals might be around that of the king). They would have been seen by Peter as useful men to have around. For both Moses and Elijah had been highly experienced in dealing with aggressors in their day, and Peter might have seen in their presence a hope of the fulfilment of his confession about the Messiah, without any suffering, which would lead to these mighty three acting to bring in the Kingly Rule of God. His view would be that such heavenly visitants could hardly fail to achieve their aims. And in his ignorance the last thing that he wanted was for them to leave. The mighty Peter who had been blessed by God with the revelation about Jesus’ Messiahship, is now seen to be the foolish Peter whose ideas are ridiculous in the extreme. He is being taught that he has much to learn.

Possibly also there was the thought that the people would be able to come up the mountain and seek the wisdom of these three great teachers, and see in their presence the sign that up to this point Jesus had refused to give. Perhaps, Peter might have thought, this was what Jesus had been leading up to? His idea was probably that this would indeed then cause a stirring among the people and an establishing of the truth in their hearts, after which, led by these three ‘greats’, the people would go forward to conquer the world. Their prayer of, ‘Your Kingly Rule come’ would be dramatically answered (at this stage the Apostles were still looking for an earthly ‘kingdom’ - Acts 1:6).

Compare how both James and John are thinking of Jesus in similar physical terms when they try to pre-empt Peter later for the positions at His right and left hand sides (Matthew 20:21), and how John will describe the two witnesses in Revelation 11:5-6 in terms which appear to have Moses and Elijah in mind, although by then his ideas had been straightened out and he recognises their secondary position and that Jesus’ throne and kingship is in Heaven, so that their presence simply leads up to the Rapture and the final judgment, pictured in vivid terms.

There was, of course, in this idea of Peter’s a diminishing of the status of Jesus which Peter apparently did not appreciate, but he was soon to be made aware of it in the voice that followed, which would single out Jesus as unique, and greater than Moses and Elijah, as the One Who alone was to be listened to. Moses and Elijah were of the past. The future lay with Jesus and His words. He would not share His glory with another. (Nor indeed could they share it).

Verse 5
‘While he was yet speaking, behold, a bright cloud overshadowed (or ‘enveloped’) them, and behold, a voice out of the cloud, saying, “This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased, hear you him.” ’

For even while he was speaking a voice from Heaven spoke out and corrected him. This was also accompanied by a bright cloud which overshadowed ‘them’. This might refer to overshadowing Jesus, Moses and Elijah, or it might include the disciples as well. In the Old Testament this kind of manifestation regularly indicated the presence of God in the past, especially at the time of the Exodus, and would do so in last days (Psalms 97:2; Isaiah 4:5; Ezekiel 30:3; Daniel 7:13; Zephaniah 1:15). So here the Father had come down to testify to His Son ‘from Heaven’ in the fulfilment of His ongoing purposes.

Then a voice spoke from the cloud. This was not the faint ‘bath qol’ (daughter of a voice) spoken of by the Pharisees. It was a firm, strong and powerful voice that brought dread into the hearts of the disciples. And it repeated the words spoken after Jesus’ baptism. “This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased” (Matthew 3:17), adding “Hear you him.” ’ Once again we have echoes of the Exodus (Exodus 20).

As we have already seen these words indicate that Jesus is the coming King (Psalms 2:7) and the coming Servant of the Lord of Isaiah (Isaiah 42:1). But the combination indicates more than that. It indicates a unique relationship with the Father (Matthew 11:25-27; Matthew 14:33; Matthew 16:16). He is ‘My beloved Son’. The final words ‘hear Him’ (compare Deuteronomy 18:15) then turn them away from Moses and Elijah to Jesus, the greatest Prophet of all. He and He alone is the One to Whom they must now look. To us this is so obvious that it hardly needed to be said. But to those disciples, brought up to revere Moses and the prophets, and to look to them for all truth, it was a salutary lesson. Jesus was now to be all in all to them. They would have a totally new view of Him from now on.

Verse 6
‘And when the disciples heard it, they fell on their face, and were very much afraid.’

There is really no doubt that these three disciples must have been filled with awe from the beginning (as the other Gospels make clear). What they were seeing and experiencing was truly awesome. They would unquestionably have been shaken by the unbelievable glory emanating from Jesus, they would have been bewildered and astonished by the mysterious appearance and presence of men who had been heroes to them all their lives, and whom they knew were passed on and no longer of this world, and now the bright cloud which engulfed them and the voice that spoke to them was the final straw. They recognised that ‘God was in this place’. Here it is especially the voice that has made them very much afraid. We can compare this with the fear that Israel of old had known when God spoke to them directly (Exodus 20:19-20; Deuteronomy 5:24-27). Here were the foundations of the new Israel experiencing the same problem. And thus they fell down to the ground and buried their faces. They did not want to see or hear any more. It was all too much for them.

Verse 7-8
‘And Jesus came and touched them and said, “Arise, and do not be afraid.” And lifting up their eyes, they saw no one, save Jesus only.’

The three disciples had been so very much afraid at the realisation of the nearness of God, accompanied no doubt by a deep awareness an sense of His presence, that they had fallen on their faces, hiding their eyes in the ground. Thus we are not told what followed, for they knew nothing more until Jesus came to them and touched them, telling them to stand up and not be afraid. And when they then lifted up their eyes the vision had gone and they were alone with Jesus. ‘They saw no man but Jesus only.’

Their being touched by Jesus in this way parallels the touching of Daniel by the angel whose description has lent something to this narrative (Daniel 10:10). But it is not just a matter of borrowing ideas, for as we have been told, Jesus constantly touches people (e.g. Matthew 8:3; Matthew 8:15; Matthew 9:29; Matthew 20:34). The point is that the disciples were traumatised, just as Daniel had been, and in need of supernatural help. There the angel had helped Daniel up. Jesus may well have done the same here. It is a reminder that when we are desolated we can be sure that Jesus will always approach us and touch us when we fall before Him. But in this case it was more than that, and perhaps the sequence of hearing a voice, falling on their faces, being afraid, receiving a touch, and being told not to be afraid was intended to indicate that what they had seen was a heavenly visitation as in Daniel.

They must have experienced a feeling of great relief, and at the same time of great disappointment, when they rose to their feet. On the one hand they had failed to see the end of what was being enacted out, and now it was gone, but in another they had now got Jesus back, seemingly just as He was before, although they would never be able to see Him in quite the same way again. The lesson had, however, been learned. Others could go on looking to the past. But they now knew that the past pointed to Jesus, and that He was the future, for those who were the greatest of the past had themselves said so. So they not only ‘saw Jesus only’, but knew that He was all that they would need for the future. They could still learn from Moses and the prophets, but now only because they pointed to Jesus.

As we close this passage we should stop for a moment and try to consider and experience its deeper significance. We can become so tied up with our explanations of ‘this and that’ that we overlook the whole. The experience would never be forgotten and would forever be spoken of in the future with an awed voice (2 Peter 1:15-18). The manifestation of the eternal glory of Jesus in a light that outshone the sun, and of His purity as revealed by the unearthly and dazzling whiteness of His clothing, the appearance from the past, and from beyond, of the great Moses and the fiery Elijah, the bright cloud that overshadowed them, the sense of the presence of a holy God in a way never known by them before, the terrible voice speaking from the cloud concerning His beloved Son, all were reminders of the purpose for which they had been chosen, even though as yet their conceptions of what it was were so small. They knew now that this was something beyond anything that they could have previously conceived. Jesus was the Son of the living God indeed.

Verse 9
‘And as they were coming down from the mountain, Jesus commanded them, saying, “Tell the vision to no man, until the Son of man be risen from the dead.” ’

Jesus makes clear, as they descend from the mountain, that the vision had been meant for them and them alone, until after His resurrection. The last thing He wanted was for the crowds to be stirred up to do something foolish. He did not want to be the cause of a revolution. And again He reminds them that as the Son of Man He must arise from the dead.

Verses 9-13
Jesus And The Disciples Descend From The Mountain. The Truth About John the Baptist (17:9-13).
As they were coming down from the mountain Jesus commanded silence about what they had seen until He had risen from the dead. (They would be unaware of how soon that would be). It was not only the idea of His Messiahship that He did not want spreading (by those who did not fully understand it), it was the whole idea of Who He really was, to those who were not ready to receive it.

However they were now totally confident that He was the Coming One, and that the ‘last days’ were here. But in view of this they could not understand why Elijah had come and gone. They were puzzled. It was clear from what they had seen that the work of Moses and Elisha was now completed. Why then did the Scribes teach that Elijah would first come preparatory for God to act? Jesus’ reply was clear and simple. Elijah had come. He had come in the person of John the Baptist (compare Luke 1:15-22). But He incorporated within His reply a further warning of His coming suffering. They must not be deceived by having seen His glory into thinking that He could therefore not suffer.

Analysis.
a As they were coming down from the mountain, Jesus commanded them, saying (Matthew 17:9 a).

b “Tell the vision to no man, until the Son of man be risen from the dead” (Matthew 17:9 b).

c And his disciples asked him, saying, “Why then do the scribes say that Elijah must first come?” (Matthew 17:10).

d And he answered and said, “Elijah is indeed coming, and will restore all things” (Matthew 17:11).

c “But I say to you, that Elijah is come already, and they knew him not, but did to him whatever they would” (Matthew 17:12 a).

b “Even so will the Son of man also suffer of them” (Matthew 17:12 b).

a Then the disciples understood that he spoke to them of John the Baptist (Matthew 17:13).

Note than in ‘a’ Jesus commanded them, and in the parallel they understood what He meant. In ‘b’ He refers to the resurrection of the Son of Man, and in the parallel to the prior death of the Son of Man. In ‘c’ is the question about the coming of Elijah, and in the parallel is the answer that Elijah has indeed come. Centrally in ‘d’ is the emphasis that the Scripture must be fulfilled.

Verse 10
‘And his disciples asked him, saying, “Why then do the scribes say that Elijah must first come?” ’

But the disciples were puzzled. They now accepted that He was the greater than Elijah, and that the last days were here, but why then had Elijah not come as the Scribes had declared? Were they wrong in that belief? Furthermore if Elijah was to restore all things as the Scribes taught, why would the Son of Man be treated in such a way that He needed to be raised? Surely that would mean that the Scribes would be on His side? None of it seemed to make sense. This last would be especially relevant if they had caught on to the fact that it was these very Scribes who would cause Jesus’ death.

Verse 11-12
‘And he answered and said, “Elijah is indeed coming, and will restore all things, but I say to you, that Elijah is come already, and they knew him not, but did to him whatever they would. Even so will the Son of man also suffer of them.” ’

In His reply Jesus first confirms that the promise that Elijah would come and ‘restore all things’ was true. ‘Restore all things’ is probably quoting the Scribal viewpoint, without necessarily accepting their interpretation of it (it is not found in Scriptures concerning Elijah, but Sirach 48:10 paraphrases Malachi 4:6 as ‘to restore the tribes of Jacob’. Compare Isaiah 49:6 where ‘the preserved of Israel’ are in mind). But then He pointed out that that had already happened. Elijah had come (compare Matthew 11:14). But the Scribes had failed to recognise him as well (because he had not restored things in their favour and exalted them and their teaching), and thus they had ‘treated him as they would’. This last is a typically Jewish description representing the self-will of evil men (compare Daniel 8:4; Daniel 11:3; Daniel 11:16).

So the Scribes had failed to recognise the very one of whom they had spoken, and they had caused him to suffer just as they will also cause the Son of Man to suffer. Indeed their very treatment of Elijah means that such treatment must be anticipated for the Son of Man as well. If they fail to recognise the one, they will not recognise the other (compare here Matthew 21:23-27).

Verse 13
‘Then the disciples understood that he spoke to them of John the Baptist.’

Then the disciples realised that He was speaking of John the Baptist. He was the Elijah who was coming. They had taken a further small step in understanding. But we may ask, can we really say that John had ‘restored all things’? Clearly a phrase like that can mean a number of things. It could not possibly be taken literally, for then he would have forestalled the Messiah. If ‘Elijah’ literally ‘restores all things’ there would be nothing left for anyone else to do. But what then was prophesied of the coming Elijah? It was that he would ‘turn the heart of the fathers to the children and the heart of the children to their fathers’ (Malachi 4:6). He would restore all that was necessary in God’s purposes. He would put right the basics. And this was to be in order to forestall the judgment of God and make His people ready for blessing and not cursing. This was the ‘restoration of all things’ that was promised.

And that was certainly also promised of John the Baptist. He would turn many of the children of Israel to the Lord their God (Luke 1:16). And he would go before God’s face in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to the children, and the disobedient to walk in the wisdom of the righteous, to make ready for the Lord a prepared people (Luke 1:17). This was the restoration promised, and this John fulfilled. This was why there was such fruitful ground awaiting the coming of Jesus (John 4:38).

Verse 14
‘And when they were come to the crowd, there came to him a man, kneeling to him, saying,’

Coming down from a mountain regularly results in a crowd, for they would be waiting for Him (compare Matthew 8:1). We do not know which mountain this was but by now they were probably back in Galilee. This is confirmed in Mark by the presence of Scribes. The man knelt before Him in order to back up his plea. The word suggests humility and entreaty.

Verses 14-18
The Failure Of The Disciples To Cast Out A Demon (17:14-18).
On arrival at the bottom of the mountain they came across a crowd of people who were with the disciples and there discovered that while Jesus was in the mountain they had been unable to heal a boy who gave the appearance of being epileptic as a result of the presence of a powerful demon active within him. Observing this Jesus expresses His concern at the faithlessness of that generation and heals the boy. This incident is always connected with the Transfiguration and it may well be that there is an indication in this that without the presence of Jesus with them the disciples’ faith had been affected. They were not sure where He had gone or what He was doing. It may also indicate that with Jesus involved in heavenly activity and out of the way the demon world felt more assured.

But we should note that Matthew, unlike Mark, lays little stress on the demonic power at work here, although noting it at the end. He speaks rather of the boy being ‘cured’. There was seemingly a mixture of disease and demon possession. Perhaps indeed the demon possession had taken place as a result of using occult methods to try to cure the boy of epilepsy. Matthew’s main aim here is to bring out the failure and lack of faith of the disciples. And as usual he abbreviates considerably.

A vivid picture is found here of how little the disciples could achieve without the power of Jesus with them. That is why Jesus’ last words in Matthew are, ‘lo I am with you always’ (Matthew 28:20). Without Him they could do nothing.

Analysis.
a And when they were come to the crowd, there came to him a man, kneeling to him (Matthew 17:14).

b Saying, “Lord, have mercy on my son, for he is epileptic, and suffers grievously, for regularly he falls into the fire, and regularly into the water” (Matthew 17:15).

c “And I brought him to your disciples, and they could not cure him” (Matthew 17:16).

d ‘And Jesus answered and said, “O faithless and perverse generation, how long shall I be with you? How long shall I bear with you?” (Matthew 17:17 a).

c “Bring him here to me” (Matthew 17:17 b).

b And Jesus rebuked him, and the demon went out of him (Matthew 17:18 a).

a And the boy was cured from that hour (Matthew 17:18 b).

Note that in ‘a’ the man came to Jesus and knelt before Him, and in the parallel the boy was subsequently cured. In ‘b He learned about the demon’s activity in the boy, and in the parallel He cast it out. In ‘c’ the boy was brought to the disciples but they could not cure him, and in the parallel Jesus said ‘Bring him to Me’. Centrally in ‘d’ Jesus bemoaned the faithlessness and perversity of that generation.

Verses 14-23
The Problem of Unbelief, The Reason For Unbelief, And The One Who Will Triumph Through Faith (17:14-23).
At the commencement of this section we learned of the problem of unbelief (Matthew 13:58) which was connected with the power of Jesus and the idea of resurrection (Matthew 14:1-2). Now in this parallel passage we discover an example of unbelief in the disciples (Matthew 17:14-18), which is followed by describing the kind of faith that is required (Matthew 17:19-21) and the example of the One Who has that faith and Who as a result will come through suffering and death, to resurrection (Matthew 17:22-23).

Verse 15
“Lord, have mercy on my son, for he is epileptic, and suffers grievously, for regularly he falls into the fire, and regularly into the water.”

He asked Him to have compassion of his son. Here the son is described as ‘affected by the moon’ (lunatic), translated as epileptic because of the symptoms, and also, some have suggested, because epileptics were seen as ‘moonstruck’. But in Mark it is made clear that he is possessed by a ‘dumb spirit’, and that this was thus no ordinary epilepsy. It is unlikely that the Apostles would have been thwarted by an ordinary case of epilepsy. The presence of this evil spirit is confirmed here by the fact that it is stressed that it tends to cause the son to be cast into either fire or water. The suggestion appears to be that it happened to an abnormal extent, as though the demon had perverse pleasure in being selective, although it may simply be that the father vividly remembered such incidents and was using them to impress on Jesus the seriousness of the situation.

‘Lord.’ This was probably showing due reverence to a recognised prophet.

Verse 16
“And I brought him to your disciples, and they could not cure him.”

But then came the body blow. The disciples had been unable to cure the boy. It is noteworthy that we are shortly to learn that they were themselves shocked at their failure. They had expected to be successful, as it would appear up to this point they always had been. They were unable to understand their failure themselves. Thus they had clearly exercised a certain amount of faith, sufficient usually to achieve success. But it had not been enough. Before we are too critical we should note that probably all nine of the remaining Apostles were there and that not one of them had been able to be successful. It would seem that this was a particularly powerful demon.

The failure of the disciples has been a theme of this section. They did not understand about the loaves and the fishes (Matthew 14:16-21); they were afraid of the ghost at sea (Matthew 14:26-27); they could not understand why only what came from inside could defile a man (Matthew 15:16); they had wanted Him to send the Canaanite woman away without meeting her deepest need (Matthew 15:23); they failed to be aware of how the crowds could be fed (Matthew 15:33); they became anxious about having no bread in spite of all that they had seen and had been taught (Matthew 16:5); the disciples had failed to recognise in John the Baptist, the coming Elijah (Matthew 17:10-11). And now they have failed to cast out this demon. It is being made quite clear why they must have Jesus with them when they go out to disciple all nations (Matthew 28:19-20). Furthermore Peter had lost his faith as he looked at the ferocity of the tempest (Matthew 14:28-31); had sought to dissuade Jesus from the path of suffering (Matthew 16:22); and had wanted to keep Moses and Elijah on the mountain with Jesus (Matthew 17:4). His moment of insight (Matthew 16:16) was seen as far outweighed by his failure to see. But what a different picture is revealed after Pentecost once the living Christ has possessed them through His Spirit.

Verse 17
‘And Jesus answered and said, “O faithless and perverse generation, how long shall I be with you? How long shall I bear with you? Bring him here to me.” ’

Nevertheless Jesus was concerned about their failure, because of what it revealed about them. It meant that they were still only marginally better in themselves than others in their generation. They were lacking in what He desired to see in them. For He saw the whole generation of that time as lacking in faith, as unreliable, and as constantly disobedient and wayward (compare Matthew 12:39), and the disciples as being only a little better. They too were lacking in full faith and were perverse (constantly turning from the right path). Note how the two go together. The root cause of unbelief is the disobedient heart. For the ideas compare Deuteronomy 32:5. And because of this their failure was such that it caused Jesus great distress. He had hoped for so much more from them. In His view they should not have failed. Their faith should have been true. But it appeared that as soon as He left them to themselves they began to fail again.

‘How long shall I be with you? How long shall I bear with you?’ This brings out something of the trial that it was for Jesus to walk on earth in the midst of unbelief and failure which was so foreign to His own being. Had we been among them we would have been amazed at the greatness of their faith. But to Jesus it was very different. Their very attitude tore at His heart. Why was it that they were unable to understand and believe? He found it very hard to bear when He knew how faithful their Father was, and how He loved them.

‘Generation.’ The one generation that had less excuse than any other, for it was the generation that had had Jesus among them, and had proved itself for what it was (compare Matthew 12:41-42).

Verse 18
‘And Jesus rebuked him, and the demon went out of him, and the boy was cured from that hour.’

Then Jesus rebuked the evil spirit and it came out of him. There was no spirit, whatever its power and importance, that could do anything but obey Jesus. He had bound their master, He had no problem, even as a human being, in controlling his minions. Matthew stresses the instantaneous nature of the healing. This might suggest that as one of the disciples he was very conscious of how long they had tried to do it and had failed.

For ‘from that hour’ compare Matthew 8:13; Matthew 9:22; Matthew 15:28 referring to the centurion’s servant, the woman with constant bleeding, and the Canaanite woman, in each case concerning people with insistent faith, and people who came to Him against the odds. He always responded promptly to determined faith.

Verse 19
‘Then came the disciples to Jesus apart, and said, “Why could we not cast it out?” ’

The disciples were deeply concerned by their failure. And when they were able to get Jesus alone they came to Him and asked why they had failed to cast the demon out. Their puzzlement brings out that they were not used to failing in this way. They had been taken by surprise.

Verses 19-21
The Reason For Their Failure (17:19-21).
The disciples learn that their failure was due to the lack of quality in their faith. What was needed was the kind of faith that can only be built up by depth in prayer (Mark 9:29). It was their failure to spend their time in continuing prayer that was at the root of their unbelief (Matthew 14:16-27; Matthew 14:31; Matthew 15:5; Matthew 15:8).

Analysis..

a Then came the disciples to Jesus apart, and said, “Why could we not cast it out?” (Matthew 17:19).

b And he says to them, “Because of your little faith” (Matthew 17:20 a).

b “For truly I say to you, If you have faith as a grain of mustard seed (Matthew 17:20 b).

a “You will say to this mountain, ‘Remove hence to yonder place’, and it will remove, and nothing will be impossible to you” (Matthew 17:20 c).

Note that in ‘a’ they ask why they could not cast it out, and in the parallel that with proper faith they will be able to cast anything out. In ‘b’ their failure was due to little faith, and in the parallel all that is required is faith the size of a grain of mustard seed.

Verse 20-21
‘And he says to them, “Because of your little faith. For truly I say to you, If you have faith as a grain of mustard seed, you will say to this mountain, ‘Remove hence to yonder place’, and it will remove, and nothing will be impossible to you.” ’

Jesus explains that the reason that they had failed was because of the insufficiency of their faith. That it was quality of faith and not the size of it that mattered comes out in the comment that followed. If faith is of the right quality then only the tiniest amount is required, faith the size of a mustard seed, and the mustard seed was, in Palestine, the smallest of all seeds used by Galilean farmers and proverbially small. But with the right quality of faith even mountains can be removed by a word. Indeed, Jesus stresses, with the right quality of faith nothing is impossible. So what needs to be developed is faith, and this can only be developed by regular prayer. The need to build up faith is Matthew’s emphasis.

It is in Mark 9:29 that He makes clear that such faith is developed by much prayer. We are never told how much the disciples prayed, but from this it was clearly not enough. Jesus was not, of course, advocating actually removing mountains. That would hardly be within God’s will, and believing prayer must be within His will (1 John 5:14). He was speaking about every kind of difficulty. Compare especially Zechariah 4:7. ‘Removing mountains’ was a proverbial figure of speech for overcoming great difficulties (compare Matthew 21:21-22; Isaiah 40:4; Isaiah 49:11; Isaiah 54:10; Mark 11:23; Luke 17:6; 1 Corinthians 13:2).

‘And nothing will be impossible to you.’ Nothing would be impossible for the one who truly believed God. This was because of the greatness of their God (see Matthew 19:26). His point is that nothing is too hard for the Lord (see Genesis 18:14; Job 42:2; Jeremiah 32:17; Jeremiah 32:27), and therefore nothing is impossible for the one whose faith is true.

Verse 22
‘And while they gathered in Galilee, Jesus said to them, “The Son of man will be delivered up into the hands of men,” ’

This is the first specific indication that they are back in Galilee. At the opening of this section Jesus was in His home town (probably Nazareth although Matthew does not say so) and left it because of their unbelief (Matthew 13:53-58). Now He will return to His home town (Capernaum - Matthew 17:24 compare Matthew 4:13) where they still do not recognise Him. Matthew centres the salvation history around Galilee. He depicts Jesus’ ministry only from when it commences in Galilee (Matthew 4:12-16), as continually returning to Galilee, and as finalising in Galilee in the resurrection appearance on the mountain (Matthew 28:16-20), after the interlude in Jerusalem. This may be seen as confirming that he is a Galilean.

‘While they were gathered.’ Mark has ‘passing through’. This may suggest that the wider group of disciples were gathering ready for the trip to Jerusalem for Passover, so that prior to travelling to Jerusalem Jesus wants them all to be aware of what lies ahead. As the Son of Man He will be delivered by God into the hands of men. There may here be a wordplay on ‘Man’ and ‘men’. The One Who has come representing man, and as born of woman, will be delivered into men’s hands for them to do their will with Him. Men will show once and for all what they will do with a man who dares to be too much like God.

Others see the verb as meaning ‘gathered around Him, moved around together’, indicating that He was teaching them as they moved around.

As we have seen the chiasmus indicates that this must be taken together with the previous passages. Here therefore Jesus’ words are a demonstration of true faith. He is ready for His Father’s will, and is voluntarily following the path that will lead to it.

It is possible that ‘handed over’ has in mind Judas Iscariot. This might be Jesus’ first attempt to win Judas from the path he has chosen to tread.

Verse 22-23
Jesus Again Warns Of His Coming Arrest, Execution, And Rising Again (17:22-23).
Then Jesus presents the final example of faith. He is not just calling on His disciples to believe. He too will evidence His faith by going forward in the hands of God Who will deliver Him (‘will be delivered’ is a divine passive) into the hands of men. The result will then be that they will kill Him. But on the third day God will then raise Him from the dead. So He is going forward with His faith fully in His Father.

Jesus had given constant indications of the suffering that He must face almost from the beginning (Matthew 9:15; Matthew 10:38; Matthew 12:40 and compare John 2:19-22) but from the time of the disciples’ open recognition of Him as ‘the Messiah, the Son of the living God’ He has proclaimed with even more force the necessity for His humiliation, death and resurrection in accordance with Isaiah 53:7-12. See Matthew 16:21; Matthew 17:9; Matthew 17:12. But now it is included so as to demonstrate that He has the faith that He desires of His disciples. Initially He had spoken of it in Caesarea Philippi, but now it is in Galilee. He knows that His hour is near.

Analysis.
a And while they gathered (came together) in Galilee, Jesus said to them (Matthew 17:22 a).

b “The Son of man will be delivered up into the hands of men” (Matthew 17:22 b).

c “And they will kill him” (Matthew 17:23 a).

b “And the third day he will be raised up” (Matthew 17:23 b).

a And they were very upset (Matthew 17:23 c).

Note that in ‘a’ Jesus spoke seriously to them of what was coming, and in the parallel they were very upset. In ‘b’ we have a description of God’s first act in the coming drama and in the parallel God’s last act. Centrally in ‘c’ is the fact of what men will do in the face of God’s activity.

Verse 23
“And they will kill him, and the third day he will be raised up.” And they were very upset.’

And He then makes clear what will follow. ‘They will kill Him.’ He is in no doubt about what His fate will be. Man is to be allowed to do His worst. But the last word will be with His Father. On the third day He will be raised up. Jesus has total faith in His Father. For the rising up on the third day see on Matthew 16:21. ‘The third day’ might simply signify ‘within a short time of less than a week’, being in contrast with ‘seven days’ (compare the use of ‘three days’ and ‘seven days’ in Genesis).

The concentration of the disciples, in so far as they understand it at all, is on His words about death, and they are therefore very upset at this talk of death. They still cannot really bring themselves to believe it.

Verse 24
‘And when they were come to Capernaum, those who received the shekel came to Peter, and said, “Does not your teacher pay the didrachma (shekel)?” (Matthew 17:24).

The didrachma or shekel tax was probably that payable to the Temple treasury. It was payable yearly by Jews around the world, and contributed greatly to the Temple funds. It was an indication of their submission to God as His servants. Note the stress here on whether Jesus paid it. Peter, of course, had to pay it as well, and they may have approached him as the head of the house in which they were staying (compare Matthew 8:14). But the whole point of this narrative is as to whether Jesus should have to pay it (‘does not your teacher pay?’), although it does then lead on to the question as to whether any ‘son of God’ should pay it.

Jesus has, of course, with some of His disciples, been out of range of the collectors. Thus it is only when He arrives home that He is approached through Peter. As Passover was approaching the tax was due to be paid. The indirect question was probably simply a courtesy, but it raised the right background against which Jesus could make His position clear to Peter. The collectors did, of course, expect the answer to be ‘yes’.

Verses 24-27
Jesus Again Reveals His Sonship (17:24-27).
In contrast with man’s coming treatment of Him Jesus continues to reveal His Sonship preparatory to what is coming. What follows is not just an outlandish display of power and knowledge with little significance, it is a specific indication that He is no longer subject to men. To pay the Temple Tax to His Father from His own earthly resources would have been to indicate that He was still subject to men, and an acknowledgement that He was not truly the Son. But by offering it from the abundance of the seas, His Father’s treasury (the fish have no ruler - Habakkuk 1:14), as a sacrifice of righteousness (Deuteronomy 33:19), He makes clear His independence of men, and that He offers it as His Son.

Note On The Temple Tax.
The Law of Moses directed in Exodus 30:11 ff. that whenever the people of Israel were ‘numbered’, every male over twenty years old, rich and poor alike, should give a half shekel for the support of the Tabernacle as a kind of ransom. It was on this basis that Josiah demanded a special contribution to repair the temple (2 Chronicles 24:6). After the return from the captivity, Nehemiah and his followers "made ordinances" (thus not seeing it as something that was required by the law of Moses, but as something that was by voluntary agreement) that every year men should pay the third part of a shekel in order to provide sacrifices, etc., for the Temple (Nehemiah 10:32).

In Josephus the tax is a didrachma and in the Mishna the tax is a shekel, and according to LXX the didrachma, as spoken of here in Matthew, was the equivalent of one shekel. Thus the tax being required here is one shekel. The leaders had thus retained Nehemiah’s plan of making it annual, but had increased the sum to one shekel. The extra half shekel may have been seen as a voluntary further contribution for particular purposes, or it may be because they saw they saw the sacred shekel as worth twice the value of a shekel. (Thus half a sacred shekel is one shekel). The Mishna has a separate treatise on the subject of this tax. Priests, women, children, and slaves, were exempt from the tax, but might give if they wished. The Jews in Palestine were expected to give it well before the time of the Passover; those in foreign countries were allowed until Pentecost or even until Tabernacles, and there was a special chest in the temple for contributions due from the previous year so that people could catch up. Commissioners were sent throughout Palestine to collect the Tax (‘those who collect the didrachma’). They were distinct from the public servants who collected the government tax. In foreign countries the money was deposited by the leading Jews in some fortified city until it could be escorted to Jerusalem. (Josephus "Antiquities" 18, 9, 1.) Cicero states that gold was exported every year from Italy, and all the provinces, in the name of the Jews, to Jerusalem, and commends Flaccus for prohibiting this exportation from Asia Minor, the region around Ephesus (Cicero, "for Flaccus," 28.) Josephus says ("Antiquities" 3,8,2) that the gift in Exodus 30:11 was from men between twenty and fifty years old, a statement which may suggest that those were the limits in his times. After Titus destroyed Jerusalem, Vespasian decreed that the Jews everywhere "should bring two drachmas every year for the temple of Jupiter Capitolinus, as before they were wont to pay for the temple at Jerusalem." (Josephus’ "War," 7,6,6.).

The tax was in fact voluntary, but there was considerable pressure on people to pay it, and most appear to have done so fairly willingly. The Sadducees appear to have objected to it on the grounds that it was a recent imposition and not in the Law. The community at Qumran appears to have objected to it as a yearly tax supporting a Temple they did not agree with. They argued for a once for all redemptive tax. The tax had to be paid in Tyrian coinage, possibly so as to ensure that no human or animal image was on the coin. It was because of this that there were moneychangers in the Temple, doing a roaring trade. The voluntary contributions to the Temple were quite distinct from this yearly shekel, which was specifically required (by custom if not by the law), and were varied in amount (Mark 12:41 ff). Entirely separate from these was the tax due to the Roman government in the Roman province of Judea and Samaria (Matthew 22:1).

End of note.

Analysis.
a When they were come to Capernaum, those who received the shekel (didrachma) came to Peter, and said, “Does not your teacher pay the shekel?” (Matthew 17:24).

b He says, “Yes.” And when he came into the house, Jesus spoke first to him, saying, “What do you think, Simon? The kings of the earth, from whom do they receive toll or tribute? From their sons, or from strangers?” (Matthew 17:25).

b And when he said, “From strangers,” Jesus said to him, “Therefore the sons are free” (Matthew 17:26).

a “But, lest we cause them offence, you go to the sea, and cast a hook, and take up the fish that first comes up, and when you have opened his mouth, you will find a shekel, that take, and give it to them for me and you” (Matthew 17:27).

Note that in ‘a’ we have reference to those who collect the tax, and the request concerning payment of the tax, and in the parallel the desire not to cause them offence, and Jesus’ method of paying the tax. In ‘b’ Jesus asks the question concerning sons and strangers and in the parallel gives His conclusion with regard to both.

Verse 25
‘He says, “Yes.” And when he came into the house, Jesus spoke first to him, saying, “What do you think, Simon? The kings of the earth, from whom do they receive toll or tribute? From their sons, or from strangers?” ’

As they expected Peter did say ‘Yes’. He knew of no reason why Jesus as a good Jew should be exempt, and probably knew that He had paid it without demur in previous years. But Jesus then challenges his assumption and makes him stop and think. He asks him who should pay tribute to a king. Should it be his sons, or should it be those outside the family?

‘The kings of the earth.’ Compare Psalms 2:2. Even the non-Davidic kings do not expect their own families to pay taxes. How much less then will the Father of the Davidic King expect it of His Son ‘The Anointed One’ (‘You are My Son’).

Verse 26
‘And when he said, “From strangers,” Jesus said to him, “Therefore the sons are free.” ’

When Peter necessarily replies, ‘of strangers’, Jesus then points out that therefore the sons, (and especially the Son), are free of the burden of the tax, for no King will look to his sons for the tax. This primarily means Himself as the Father’s Son, but it also includes in the end all those who through Him are sons of God.

Verse 27
“But, lest we cause them offence, you go to the sea, and cast a hook, and take up the fish that first comes up, and when you have opened his mouth, you will find a shekel, that take, and give it to them for me and you.”

Thus Jesus is presenting Peter with a dilemma, for if what Jesus says is true, He Himself should not pay the Temple tax, and nor should Peter. But He is not desirous of making an issue of it, thereby causing offence, so He arranges to pay it in such a way that it is clear to Peter that it is not strictly He Who is paying it. And He does this by paying it out of His Father’ treasury. The treasures of the sea are God’s for the fish have no ruler over them (Habakkuk 1:14). And it is out of the abundance of the seas that the sacrifice of righteousness is offered (Deuteronomy 33:19). Thus by arranging to pay the Tax out of the fishes mouth Jesus evidences to Peter that He is the Son of God, because He pays the tax with His Father’s own money, while at the same time paying the tax, not as tribute, but as an offering of righteousness. Thus to all who know of this His Sonship is made clear.

Others have suggested that the idea is that money found by Peter belonged to Peter, thus if Peter paid both taxes with the coin he found then Jesus had not been involved in paying the tax. But this seems somewhat devious.

‘Cause offence.’ Or ‘cause to stumble’. The idea may be that it will be putting the collectors in difficulties, so that they would have to appeal to Jerusalem, and then put pressure on Him as the Son of God. Thus as a result of His action they would be caught up in sin, and that was something that He did not want.

This is the only place in the New Testament where fishing takes place by hook in order to catch an individual fish. It confirms that only one fish was to be caught. There are a number of fish in the Sea of Galilee capable of carrying a coin in their mouths, and there are a number of stories about coins being found in fishes mouths. The only reason for doubting the story as it stands is therefore scepticism. The recourse to ‘legend’ is the approach of those of ‘little faith’.

Some have suggested that Jesus was speaking jocularly and telling Peter to pay the tax by doing some fishing. But there is no real reason for doubting that Jesus meant what He said and that Peter did what He said and discovered that everything happened as He had said. It would be a test of Peter’s faith that might reassure him after his failure to walk on the waters.

This miracle is an outstanding example of ‘the gift of knowledge’ (1 Corinthians 12:8) combined with an act of God’s sovereignty. Jesus knew from His Father that the coin was there, and how to go about catching the right fish. And His Father then arranged for Peter to catch that fish. Note that the coin (a tetradrachma) was for both, for Peter too was an adopted son of God. But the primary lesson was of Jesus’ Sonship.

18 Chapter 18 

Verse 1
‘In that hour the disciples came to Jesus, saying, “Who then is greatest within the Kingly Rule of Heaven?” ’

‘In that hour’ is similar to ‘at that time’ and connects what is now said with what has just gone before. Three of them (Peter, James and John) were probably already feeling a little smug, with ambitions that were growing (Matthew 20:20-21). They were no doubt conscious that they had been ‘picked out’ and had experienced His glory in the mountain, although none of the others knew about that yet. How difficult it must have been for the three to keep their mouths shut when the argument was progressing. Yet perhaps it was their very silence about what had happened that had provoked the arguments about greatness. They were possibly seen as getting above themselves.

For none of the disciples seems to have had any doubt about their own coming importance or worthiness for it, and the fact that it was clearly something that they had all been arguing about on the way to where they were (Mark 9:33-34) demonstrates how important it was to them. It could even have been argued (by them) that it was ‘seeking the Kingly Rule of God and His righteousness’, for their success would surely ensure the success of the Kingly Rule of God. But in their hearts they all knew perfectly well that Jesus would see them as being in the wrong, and that somehow this was not in accord with what Jesus had taught them. That is why they had hoped to keep it from Him. And thus at His questioning them as to what they had been talking about they were ashamed. However, in the end one of them obviously owned up to it and they then followed it up by asking, “Who then is greatest within the Kingly Rule of Heaven?”

The implication behind the question was not necessarily as to who was to be their leader, for they probably thought in terms of group leadership, but rather as to who would occupy the highest positions, and what the requirements would be. They wanted a rating and some assurance of their value. They did not want to lose out. (And James and John would shortly attempt to pre-empt them all (Matthew 20:20-21) so the lesson given here was not easily learned).

The question refers the readers back in their minds to Matthew 5:19 where what it is to be great within the Kingly Rule of Heaven is described. They should therefore have known the answer. It was to love God’s Law and observe and teach it. But the last thing that had been in their minds when they were discussing together was of being humble teachers.

Thus this was a good question with which to open words about relationships and responsibilities under the Kingly Rule of Heaven, for it enabled Jesus to put the emphasis right back where it needed to be, on humility. (A further link back to chapter 5 is found in Matthew 18:8-9, see Matthew 5:29-30). So the sermon on the mount is to be seen as very much involved with this teaching about the beginnings of the new congregation.

(Two thousand years have passed by and even today Christian leaders have not changed. They still pride themselves on their status, and vie for importance, for the lesson is hard to learn. It is not too difficult to be superficially humble when we know that people regard us with awe. Then we can gently smile and let others tell us how wonderful we are. What is more difficult is being truly humble and genuinely having no regard for position at all. And that is a lesson that few have fully learned. If we still think of our position and grading, and of our own importance, then we have not yet become ‘great’ within the Kingly Rule of Heaven. We are nonentities in God’s eyes, whatever we think of ourselves, and whatever others think of us).

Notice that the question assumes the presence of the Kingly Rule of Heaven among them, otherwise none could be greatest in it, and that was the question that they had been discussing among themselves (Mark 9:34, compare also Matthew 18:4; Matthew 18:23-35). This can be seen as confirmed in two other places where greatness is connected with the Kingly Rule of Heaven. The first is in Matthew 5:18-20 where we were told that ‘those who do and teach His commandments will be called great in the Kingly Rule of Heaven’, whereas those who are more lax about them will be called least in the Kingly Rule of Heaven, and those who are off the mark altogether cannot even enter within the Kingly Rule of Heaven. The second is in Matthew 11:11 where we learned that ‘he who is least in the Kingly Rule of Heaven is greater than John the Baptist’, signifying that there was at the time a Kingly Rule of Heaven (otherwise the saying is meaningless, for John would unquestionably be in the future Kingly Rule of Heaven, and ‘great’ within it). It gains its point from the fact that to be within the new Kingly Rule of Heaven now that Jesus was here was to be of higher status than the prophets of old. Thus present greatness of this kind was possible because the Kingly Rule of Heaven was here, it was coming in forcefully (Matthew 11:12), it was among them (Luke 17:21), they were sons of the Kingly Rule (Matthew 13:38).

But His disciples should have taken the hint from these verses as to what that greatness consists of. It is a greatness of quality. It consists of fully following His commandments, of partaking in the new age because they serve Him. The thought is of living to please God, of doing only the will of His Father in Heaven (Matthew 7:21; Matthew 12:50). But that was in fact the opposite of what the disciples were now seeking. Their thoughts now were not on doing the will of the Father but on how to make sure that they obtained the best places for themselves. So their failure here is not just to be seen as resulting from ignorance, but as resulting from an unwillingness to recognise and face up to the truth, and to have the right attitude towards it. The truth was that they were still sinners, and often still looking in the wrong direction.

For in this case they were failing to ‘seek the Kingly Rule of God and His righteousness’ (Matthew 6:33) and were seeking self-aggrandisement. They had forgotten the lessons so hardly learned and memorised (as we also so easily do). Practicalities had taken over (after all we must be practical). They were soon, however, to learn to their shame that they were looking in the wrong direction. True greatness, they were to find, would be discovered by taking the opposite path to the way that they had in mind. It would be found by eschewing greatness and seeking the way of service and humility (Matthew 20:26-28).

Verse 1-2
Guidance For The New Congregation (18:1-19:2).
This chapter has been compared with the Manual of Discipline found at Qumran which was intended to regulate a specific community, and has been seen as similarly giving instructions concerning the regulating of the new community of disciples. As a general comparison that may be seen as acceptable, but it is not strictly accurate. For it must be noted that this is not really a Manual of Discipline at all, nor is it set out as such, it is rather a warm and vibrant series of teachings which demonstrate the concern that all His disciples must have for those within their wider group (the ‘congregation’ or open community built on the truth of His Messiahship - Matthew 16:18) because they have all been united within the forgiving love and compassion of the Father, and have entered under the Kingly Rule of God.

It commences when the disciples, some having their families with them, are gathered in Galilee, preparatory to going to Jerusalem for what is to be Jesus’ last Passover. At this point Jesus brings two things home to them:

1) That He is shortly to be betrayed and executed, after which He will rise again. This had had a deep impact on them and had filled them with sorrow (Matthew 17:22-23).

2) That, as Peter has no doubt passed on to them, Jesus and His disciples (both male and female) are not really under Temple Law but are sons of the Father, even though in the meanwhile they pay the Temple Tax from God provided resources (Matthew 17:24-27).

From what follows later we know that the disciples did not see these things as we see them. They had mainly grown up with the idea that although the Jews were at present in bondage to the Romans, one day a Messiah would arise who would sweep the Romans out of the land, and establish the Law and the Temple, finally bringing about the Jews’ worldwide rule and judgment on the wicked. In one way or another this was the common belief of the day in Palestine.

This was in general what John the Baptist had believed (Matthew 3:11), which was why he had been puzzled at the fact that Jesus had not demonstrated a desire for a positive move forward, or shown any inclination towards political power (Matthew 11:2-6). This was, with embellishments, what the Qumran community believed, although restricting many of its benefits to themselves as the holy seed, and refusing to have anything to do with the present Temple. This was in general what the Pharisees believed, although they anticipated that he would necessarily support their views, and some saw the forward movement as occurring through his powerful teaching of the Law. This was why after the miracle of the loaves some in the crowds had sought to crown Jesus as their king, convinced that if He could do that God was powerfully on His side, so that defeating the Romans should be no problem to Him (John 6:14-15).

So to His disciples what Jesus was saying would appear to them to be pointers to the fact that the moment when they must rise up against their enemies was approaching. They were confident that He had come to ‘restore the kingship to Israel’ (Acts 1:6). So His talk about coming betrayal and death, followed by resurrection, probably suggested to them that there was shortly to be an uprising, during which Jesus would be betrayed to the enemy and put to death, followed by His vindication as God raised Him up from the dead, no doubt then to reveal His divine power and destroy the enemy. And, as they late revealed, they were ready to fight to this end, whenever called on, whatever the odds might be (Matthew 26:51). For they knew from many examples in the Scriptures that God could save by many or by few. His words about their being God’s sons and therefore exempt from Temple tax (as the priests also were) appeared to be a clear indication that they would all then share unique privileges in the new set up as ‘sons’ and not servants.

That this was their view of things is further confirmed by Matthew 20:20-21 where James and John sought to pre-empt their fellow disciples by booking the seats of prime authority in the coming period of Kingly Rule. Thus as their anticipation rose at these indicators that He was about to begin His decisive action, so did their expectancy of future privilege. And that as what had caused their recent discussions amongst themselves as to who would be the greatest among them (Mark 9:34). And that was why, when Jesus broached them with it, they came back with the question. ‘Who is the greatest within the Kingly Rule of Heaven?’ It is clear from this that they did not accept that Peter was their leader, or that with James and John he was specially privileged. They still clearly felt that the matter was undecided. But what is important in respect of what follows is that they all had their eyes set on being ‘great’. In spite of all that Jesus had taught them they saw ahead of them a rosy future of privilege and superior status. And that was what they were looking forward to.

Jesus replies by demonstrating that true greatness is found, not in being great or in having an ambition for greatness, but in disregarding the thought of greatness (Matthew 18:1-4), in seeking to serve others, in strengthening the lowly so as to prevent them from falling (Matthew 18:5-7), in avoiding sin (Matthew 18:8-10), in seeking out the erring (Matthew 18:12-14), in restoring the fallen (Matthew 18:15-17), and in being totally forgiving, as they themselves had been forgiven (Matthew 18:21-35). It is found in walking in accordance with the sermon on the mount, for the one who is great within the sphere of the Kingly Rule of Heaven is the one who observes every one of God’s requirements in His Law and teaches men so (Matthew 5:19). This is also expressed in his concern to do the will of his Father (Matthew 7:23; Matthew 12:50). So Jesus is here seeking to alter the whole perspective that governs their thinking. That is why He elsewhere says, ‘The Kingly Rule of God does not come with outward observation, for the Kingly Rule of God is among (or within) you’ (Luke 17:20-21). The Kingly Rule of God was already being built up in those who responded to His teaching, and yet they still could not see it.

During the course of this teaching in Matthew 18 Jesus therefore brings up the question of regulation among themselves as the new congregation of God’s people, as those who are within God’s Kingly Rule. For this will be necessary once He has gone. Following on the need to be concerned for every individual within the ‘congregation’ including themselves (Matthew 18:1-14), this includes mutual self-regulation out of concern for each other (Matthew 18:15-17), and their responsibility to make clear, as revealed by God, what principles are to bind His people, and what principles can be relaxed (Matthew 18:18-20). For His Father will be with them in order to illuminate them (Matthew 18:19), and He Himself will be among them to guide them in His ways (Matthew 18:20). It is to be a community of love. They are to see themselves as debtors to God for the amazing forgiveness that they have received, and to remember that they are therefore to have that same attitude towards others who ‘owe’ anything to them (Matthew 18:21-35). The one who is most conscious of the huge amount of sin for which he has been forgiven, will be the one who is most compassionate and caring and forgiving of others, and who will therefore the better serve Him.

This is the fourth of the so-called sayings sections of Matthew. In the overall pattern of the Gospel it parallels Jesus’ words on sending out the disciples in chapter 10. Having evangelised men and brought them into His new congregation, they must now establish and build it up in a spirit of loving concern and compassion and unity.

Analysis of Matthew 18:1 to Matthew 19:1
a In that hour the disciples came to Jesus, saying, (Matthew 18:1 a).

b Those who have a humility on the same level as that of children are the greatest in the Kingly Rule of Heaven (Matthew 18:1-4).

c Those who receive these young believers receive Jesus, but those who cause believers, especially young believers, to stumble will face eternal destruction, for such believers are known in Heaven (Matthew 18:5-9).

d The young believers are His Father’s sheep, and if they go astray He will seek them out and restore them, for it is not His will that any of them should perish (Matthew 18:10-14).

e How to deal with sin arising in the congregation, individually, at the hands of two or three, or at the hands of the whole congregation (Matthew 18:15-17).

f The authority given to the congregation through its leadership to bind and loose, to determine how the new congregation will be regulated and how the Law will be applied (Matthew 18:18).

e Where any two agree on earth concerning what shall be asked of the Father it shall be done for them, for two or three meeting together are sure of having Jesus in their midst (Matthew 18:19-20).

d Forgiveness to one who expresses repentance is to be offered seventy times sevenfold, because they are in the same position as the servant whose king forgave his servant a huge debt (Matthew 18:21-27).

c They are not to be like the one offered full forgiveness who then refused to forgive his fellow servant his comparatively small debt, thus causing him to stumble (Matthew 18:28-30).

b Those who are lacking in the humility to forgive will be brought to judgment, for His heavenly Father will severely chasten the unforgiving and require their debt of them (Matthew 18:31-33).

a And it came about that when Jesus had finished these words, He departed from Galilee, and came into the borders of Judaea beyond the Jordan, and great crowds followed Him, and He healed them there (Matthew 19:1-2).

Note how in ‘a’ the disciples came to Him with questions and in the parallel the crowds follow Him. In ‘b’ those who have the humility of little children are greatest in the Kingly Rule of Heaven, while in the parallel those who are lacking in that humility will be dealt with severely. In ‘c’ those who cause believers to stumble will themselves be destroyed, and in the parallel the servant who made life difficult for his fellow servant will be severely punished. In ‘d’ the straying young believer will be restored by the shepherd, and in the parallel the straying offender must be restored by forgiveness. In ‘e’ a sinning member can be dealt with by two or three, and in the parallel the needs of the congregation can be solved by the prayers of two or three. Centrally in ‘f’ the disciples are given the authority to regulate the worship of the people of God in the new congregation.

Verses 1-4
The One Who Is Greatest In The Kingly Rule of Heaven Is The One Who Has Least Desire To Be So And Does Not Even Think About It (18:1-4).
The ‘disciples’ here are the ones who have ‘gathered’ ready to go to Jerusalem with Jesus (Matthew 17:22) and included among them little children. But it would be the twelve and their close compatriots who would approach Jesus with their question (as Mark makes very clear). They were the ones most concerned about their own position.

They were becoming more and more aware from what Jesus had said that in some way or other the Kingly Rule of God, which they had experienced in their lives, was soon to become established on a ‘grander’ mode (compare Matthew 20:20-23). It was somehow to grow and become widespread (Matthew 18:13). And because of their Galilean background they probably thought of it in terms of an eventual military uprising led by Jesus (compare Acts 1:6). And they thus recognised from past history, that from being relative nonentities they would become very important, as had happened to the Maccabees in the previous successful uprising.

This must have seemed apparent to them from much of what He had said, (as interpreted by their background, for there was general widespread expectancy of a military Messiah), and although they did not fully understand its ramifications, they sensed by now that it was ‘at the door’ and that they were to have an important part to play in it. And there is little doubt from their attitude here that they were looking forward to being important.

They had no doubt learned from an awed Peter of what had happened with regard to the Temple tax. That in itself was an indication to them that Jesus had in mind soon being freed from earthly obligations when as King and Messiah He took up His rightful position, (as it seemed that He would soon do), and they would then all seemingly be seen as part of ‘the Royal Family’. Then no one would be able to ask them for tax. They would be the ones who would do the taxing! So now they wanted to make sure that they did not miss out in the competition for the highest positions.

Initially they had not intended to approach Jesus about the matter. Somehow they had sensed that He might not approve. But they had certainly been discussing it among themselves (Mark 9:33-34). And the reason that their question came up at this point was because Jesus had asked them what it was they had been talking about on the way. Without realising it they had become like politicians, gathered around a new successful leader, vying for the best posts. So now, while trying not to make it too blatant, they wanted His advice on the best way of going about it. Of course this could be presented as being so that they could be worthy ministers. They would want Him to have the impression that they did not want to let Him down. But there is no doubt that it was also because they wanted to ensure that they did not lose out.

If they had taken in His words about humiliation, death and resurrection at all, it was probably because they were thinking in terms of a coming battle for the establishment of His Kingly Rule during which He would be captured, humiliated and executed, only to rise again and confound His enemies. Then the Lord’s Anointed (‘Christos’) would finally triumph with Israel over the nations (Psalms 2) and they would share His triumph. So the question now was, who was the greatest among them? Or alternately, how could they become the greatest? And the following question then would have been, where did each one of them fit into the picture? How were they doing? Only Jesus’ first answer did not somehow seem to encourage that.

Analysis.
a In that hour the disciples came to Jesus, saying, “Who then is greatest within the Kingly Rule of Heaven?” (Matthew 18:1).

b And he called to him a little child, and set him in the midst of them (Matthew 18:2).

c And said, “Truly I say to you, Unless you have been turned, and have become as little children, you will in no way have entered into the Kingly Rule of Heaven (Matthew 18:3).

b Whoever therefore has humbled himself as this little child (Matthew 18:4 a).

a The same is the greatest in the Kingly Rule of Heaven (Matthew 18:4 b).

Note that in ‘a’ the question is as to who is the greatest within the Kingly Rule of Heaven and in the parallel the answer is that it is the one with the humble attitude of a little child believer. In ‘b’ the child is set among them, and in the parallel he is the example of the humility required. In ‘c’ it is stressed that only by being made like this can a man even enter the Kingly Rule of Heaven.

Verse 2
‘And he called to him a little child, and set him in the midst of them.’

So Jesus looked at His disciples as they gathered eagerly around Him, each hoping for a word of commendation, and then His eye wandered to someone who had not joined their group. It was a little child among the company, one who believed in Him and loved Him, and had no thoughts about greatness. This little child had not joined the seekers after glory. He had not even considered it. He knew that they were more important than he was and he was content with what he had. He sought no greatness. He was probably playing with his brothers and sisters. Like all children of that day he simply did what he was told and recognised his lowly place (at least as far as adults were concerned). As a believer (Matthew 18:6) he no doubt also sought to please Jesus, and that may well have been his greatest ambition. For all children loved Jesus. And he would no doubt willingly have done anything that Jesus asked of him. But he did not think about his ‘position’ within the Kingly Rule of Heaven. He was just glad to be within it. The idea of ‘position’ in that regard meant nothing to him. So Jesus called to him and set him in the midst of the disciples.

Verse 3-4
‘And said, “Truly I say to you, Unless you have been turned (or ‘be turned’), and have become as (or ‘become as’) little children, you will in no way have entered (or ‘will in no way enter’) into the Kingly Rule of Heaven. Whoever therefore has humbled himself (or ‘humbles himself’) as this little child, the same is the greatest in the Kingly Rule of Heaven.” ’

Then He turned to His disciples and ‘strongly affirmed’ to them that the only way by which they could have entered into the Kingly Rule of Heaven was by their ‘having been turned’ (or ‘having been converted’ - compare John 12:40) and having become as little children, by humbling themselves as this little child, and having the same attitude in this regard as he had. The verb is in the second aorist passive, (as are many of the verbs that follow), which can act like a perfect (have been and are) or as describing a past event in the future (in the future you will say I have been turned), depending on context. The second aorist is a tense often used to indicate timelessness in this way. Thus in this case it could be applied to all, some as having already been turned, and others as needing to be turned. It leaves the matter open. The translation ‘be turned’ rather than ‘are turned’ or have been turned’ results from treating the passive as a middle. But as we are told elsewhere that men will not turn to God of their own volition (John 12:40) it is best to translate as a passive, ‘have been turned’ or ‘are turned’.

Thus Jesus is stressing that the test of whether any are truly within the Kingly Rule of Heaven is that they ‘have been turned and have become as little children’. Let them consider the fact well for their present attitude must leave the question in doubt. It is the one who has been turned and humbled himself as this little child who is the greatest under the Kingly Rule of Heaven, as He has constantly stressed. Such a person is a ‘blessed one’ (Matthew 5:3-9; Matthew 11:28-30).

This was a powerful challenge. He was telling them that they needed to look again at their foundations. The reason that they were looking at things in the wrong way was because their attitudes of heart were wrong. This idea that they should have become ‘as children’ would, in fact, have come as a surprise to them. The normal Jewish conception was that you only gained importance when you became an adult. Now Jesus was telling than that they were wrong. It was only by their having been ‘converted’ back into the ways of a little child, the way of humble obedience and acceptance, that they could even have entered under the Kingly Rule of Heaven. It was not that they had had to become ‘childish’, It was that they had to have put aside all thoughts of grandeur and importance, and have come in humility and lowliness as little children to His Father, recognising His control and simply doing His will (Matthew 11:28-30; Matthew 7:23; Matthew 20:26-28) and desiring nothing more.

Jesus then pointed out that such a change could only have taken place through the activity of God. It could only have happened if they ‘had been turned’ by God, if they had been ‘converted’. His point was that no one can approach God for forgiveness on the basis of his position and of his own worth. That was the mistake made by the Pharisee (Luke 18:11-12). Rather he must do it by acknowledging his non-worthiness (Luke 18:13). He does it in fact as a result of God acting on his life and bringing him on his face before God (Matthew 18:26). And he thus comes recognising that like a little child he has nothing to offer and nothing to give. And then like a little child he receives freely from God what God gives him, forgiveness and mercy and a new life (Matthew 18:27). Without that no man can enter within the Kingly Rule of Heaven. And that is how he must continue. For it is people like this who alone prove the truth of the beatitudes (Matthew 5:3-9). This is the true path of self-denial, the path of taking up the cross and following Jesus (Matthew 16:24). For the one who takes up his cross is also turning his back on all the acclamation of the world. He has left all that he was behind him. It is thus to enter into a new sphere of living, under the Kingly Rule of Heaven, where only the Father’s will is important.

We should remember that at least one person present was not within the Kingly Rule of Heaven (Judas), and there were quite possibly others (John 6:64; John 6:66). So Jesus was here asking them each one to search their hearts and consider whether they had truly entered into the Kingly Rule of Heaven. For if they had not what He was about to say would have no meaning at all. (It was intended to give His disciples a jolt).

And then He points out that they must continue to remember the status on the basis of which they have come to God, and carry it through into daily living. That is what the servant in the parable He is about to tell failed to do (Matthew 18:27-28). They must recognise themselves for what they are. Their status is not that of great men vying for their deserts, but of humble debtors paying off a debt of forgiveness. They in fact deserve nothing. Rather than seeking for greatness they should therefore be blushing for shame. Thus like a little child they must learn to serve God ‘innocently’ without any desire for position, or status, or recognition, or thoughts of self-importance, recognising, like a child, that whatever they do they are only doing what it is their duty to do, and should be grateful for the opportunity to do it. And they are to ask for nothing in return. (Then all things will be added to them - Matthew 6:33).

Even today in the days when we teach them to be precocious, little children are often like this for a while, before we turn them into ‘little adults’ before their time, and take away their innocence from them. And that is the innocence that those who follow Jesus are to seek to restore in themselves, the same innocence that was theirs at the moment of their conversion (if they have been truly converted) when they put to one side all thoughts of deserving, and simply recognised their total lack of worth. That is the position that they must from now on continually maintain. That is the way to greatness under the Kingly Rule of Heaven (compare Matthew 20:26-28).

Verse 5
“And whoever will receive one such little child in my name receives me.”

(Some of the verbs continue as second aorists and could therefore be translated as perfects - ‘whoever has received one such little child in My name receives Me’ - thinking, however, in this case of an action that will be ‘past’ in the future, for a major purpose of the second aorist is in order to be ‘timeless’ and rather to indicate a particular action, a purpose retained in the translation).

‘One such little child.’ This probably refers back to those who have ‘become as little children’ (Matthew 18:4), that is, all true disciples. Once they have chosen to become His children He has a special care for them. Thus from now on He describes them as ‘little ones’.

‘In My Name.’ Compare here the one who gives a cup of cold water to a child ‘in the name of a disciple’, that is because the child is His disciple (Matthew 10:42). Here then His disciples are to receive their fellow-disciples ‘because they are His and bear His name’. They are ‘received in His Name’ because they bear the name of Jesus, that is they declare themselves to be His followers, to be ‘Christ’s men’. They believe in Him and declare Him to be their Master.

The word ‘receive’ regularly means ‘to receive with hospitality, to welcome’ (compare and contrast Matthew 10:14), but its meaning here is wider. Those who ‘receive’ others offer an open-hearted acceptance. And when they do that to one who believes in Him, however humble, they receive Jesus Himself (‘Me’ is emphatic). We can compare also how when they are persecuted, Jesus Himself is seen as being persecuted (Acts 9:4-5). And when they are in need and fed and clothed etc. it is as though it was done to Him (Matthew 25:35-36). The oneness of His people with Himself is made very clear here. In Jesus’ eyes what is done to His true people is done to Him.

Verses 5-10
A Powerful Warning Against Being A Cause Of Stumbling To Young Believers (18:5-10).
Jesus now moves on from a consideration of the need for His disciples to have become ‘as little children’ in regard to service for Him, to the equal need for them to recognise the importance of all ‘little ones’. This change of description draws attention to the fact that He now has in mind those who have become ‘as little children’ because they have believed on Him. In those days children were not seen as too important outside their own family, (although the Jews did take great trouble within the family to teach their children the Law, as the Law itself required), but the disciples were to recognise that to God such children who believe in Him are very important, and are to be seen as very important, as are all who become as little children because they believe. All such are therefore to be nurtured and encouraged, and every effort must be made to prevent their stumbling, for as believers they are the Father’s children. Indeed they are so important to Jesus Himself that not only is to receive and welcome them into fellowship and a sphere of caring similar to receiving and welcoming Him (compare Matthew 25:35-40), but also causing them to stumble or to be entrapped is a heinous offence punishable in the most dreadful way, for the latter is an offence which reveals the one who is deliberately or carelessly involved in it as being outside the mercy of God. By it they will be demonstrating that they themselves are too high above themselves and have not ‘become as little children’. For the one who has become as a little child will receive them and care for them and tend them with greatest care.

Analysis.
a “And whoever will receive one such little child in my name receives me” (Matthew 18:5).

b “But whoever shall cause one of these little ones who believe on me to stumble, it is profitable for him that a great millstone should be hanged about his neck, and that he should be sunk in the depth of the sea” (Matthew 18:6).

c “Alas to the world because of occasions of stumbling! for it is necessary that the occasions come, but alas for that man through whom the occasion comes!” (Matthew 18:7).

b “And if your hand or your foot causes you to stumble, cut it off, and cast it from you. It is good for you to enter into life maimed or lame, rather than having two hands or two feet to be cast into the eternal fire, and if your eye causes you to stumble, pluck it out, and cast it from you. It is good for you to enter into life with one eye, rather than having two eyes to be cast into the Gehenna of fire” (Matthew 18:8-9).

a “See that you do not despise one of these little ones, for I say to you, that in heaven their angels do always behold the face of my Father who is in heaven” (Matthew 18:10).

Note that in ‘a’ the believing child is to be received and welcomed as a believer in His Name, and to receive and welcome him is therefore to receive Jesus, and in the parallel the child who is a believer is not to be despised for he is ever represented by angels who are welcomed in the presence of His Father. The child is thus seen to be beloved of both Jesus and His Father. In ‘b’ to cause a young believer to stumble or fall into a trap is so dreadful a crime that the worst of deaths is preferable, and indeed in the parallel His disciples are to go to the most extreme of lengths so as to ensure that they themselves do not stumble, either in this way, or in any other way, lest they prove false and finish up in eternal destruction. Centrally in ‘c’ we have the recognition of the inevitability of occasions of stumbling arising, and the sad position of those through whom they happen.

Verse 6
“But whoever shall cause one of these little ones who believe on me to stumble, it is profitable for him that a great millstone should be hanged about his neck, and that he should be sunk in the depth of the sea.”

No wonder then that it is seen as so dreadful to cause such a one ‘to stumble’ or ‘be ensnared’ (skandalizo - the skandalon was the trigger that set off a trap or snare). For to cause such a young believer to stumble and fall to the ground is, as it were, to make Jesus stumble and fall to the ground. And Jesus says here that such behaviour deserves capital punishment of the most severe kind. Drowning was a Roman method of execution. And here the success of the drowning is ensured by having a huge millstone, in this case large enough to require a donkey to drive it, tied around the neck, so as to ensure that once the person has been thrown from a boat into the sea (or from a precipice, Jesus is concerned with the end not the method), he sinks without trace. Death at sea was an abhorrent thought to a Jew for such a person had no grave (compare Revelation 20:13). And yet that form of death would be better for a man than the fate that is in store for someone who makes His little ones stumble, or go astray. The idea behind the word ‘to stumble’ includes ‘to be entrapped’. Either way the little one has been led into sin by the words or example or failure to care of someone who should have known better.

The ludicrous picture of the huge millstone emphasises the seriousness of the offence, for no one would even consider using such a large weight for such an execution (the thickness of rope that would be required would be as thick as the neck). It must thus be seen as signifying ‘making doubly sure’. There is no escape from it.

But how are little ones caused to stumble? In context it is by those who are themselves not providing the right example. By not walking in humility and lowliness, by not revealing Jesus, by not shining as lights in the world (Matthew 5:14; Matthew 5:16), they are thus leading others astray. For how we behave speaks louder than what we say, and one good example is worth a thousand words. However we may no doubt also see behind this false teaching which leads people in the wrong way, for that is equally condemned in Scripture (2 Peter 2:1), unnecessary disparagement, acting towards young believers with a wrong attitude, lack of pastoral care and so on. Compare how Jesus described Peter as becoming a stumbling block to Jesus Himself (Matthew 16:23).

Verse 7
“Alas (or ‘woe’) to the world because of occasions of stumbling! for it is necessary that the occasions come, but alas for that man through whom the occasion comes!”

Jesus then expresses His grief at the thought that nevertheless such things will happen. The initial word can be translated ‘alas’ or ‘woe’. It is a cry of distress and warning. Here it is both. The world will indeed put occasions of stumbling in front of His believing ‘little ones’, whether young in person or young in spiritual awareness or simply young through their humble attitude. It is part of the necessity of the world because of the way in which it has been made, for in giving to men the freedom to be able to sin God opened the floodgates of sin and selfishness. However, let all recognise this. There is only woe for those who behave in this way, (even though it is a woe that grieves Him, for He has no pleasure in the death of the wicked). And it is a woe that is as dreadful as He has described.

Verse 8-9
“And if your hand or your foot causes you to stumble, cut it off, and cast it from you. It is good for you to enter into life maimed or lame, rather than having two hands or two feet to be cast into the eternal fire. And if your eye causes you to stumble, pluck it out, and cast it from you. It is good for you to enter into life with one eye, rather than having two eyes to be cast into the Gehenna of fire.”

Attention is then turned to the one being caused to stumble, and this includes us all. For in the end we cannot blame others. Stumbling is in the end something that we do ourselves. And examples are then given of the great effort that must be put into avoiding any likelihood of stumbling. Again Jesus uses the method of exaggerated illustrations. If someone has stumbled, then rather than stumbling again through the temptations of hand, foot or eye it would be better for them to rid themselves of that hand, foot or eye that caused the stumbling, by cutting it off, or gouging it out, and hurling it away. The thought is of instantly ridding oneself violently of the causes of sin, without hesitation, because of the awareness of the awfulness of the sin. This is presented in an exaggerated picture of an instant response by hacking off the hand or foot and hurling it away, or of an instant gouging out of the eye and flinging it from them (compare Matthew 5:29-30), so that the sin will not happen again. In other words it is vividly describing a violent reaction. No violent reaction is to be thought of as too great in order to avoid sin. We should be ready to do anything in order to be rid of the cause of sin!

It is not, of course, intended to be taken literally. Removing hand, foot or eye will in fact make little difference to whether we sin in the future. (It may in fact result in more sin). It is what is in the heart that must be rooted out (Matthew 15:19-20). So the idea is rather that sin must be countered in the most severe way possible by the individual concerned. It was not intended to be a method of punishment, nor to be carried out in the cool light of day (such a sad and grotesque idea was left to a desert warrior prophet speaking to backward and fierce warrior tribes in Arabia who were used to chopping people up, and equally carried out by grotesque people who enjoy the same cruelty today). The point was rather the necessity of personally taking immediate and extreme action against sin as soon as it was committed, so as to avoid it happening again, and that because of its dreadful consequences. And the reason for the drastic action was that not to deal with such sins would be to be in danger of forfeiting eternal life and ending up in the eternal fire of Gehenna (the place of flaming destruction, the eternal Rubbish Dump where the maggots never die or cease consuming the rubbish, and the incinerating fire never goes out - Mark 9:48). It was a warning that we all ought to take more seriously.

Notice once again the choice of the two ways which is so emphasised in Matthew (Matthew 7:13-27;Matthew 6:14-15; Matthew 6:19-24; Matthew 6:32-33; Matthew 10:13-14; Matthew 10:28; Matthew 10:32-33). Better to enter into life maimed, than enter into eternal destruction as a whole person. (In future this would have a deeper significance when Christians were tortured and deliberately maimed, accepting it joyfully for the privilege of suffering for His name’s sake).

Verse 10
“See that you do not despise one of these little ones, for I say to you, that in heaven their angels do always behold the face of my Father who is in heaven.”

Then Jesus returns to His main theme. Little ones who believe in Him, whether little in stature or little in outward importance, or little because of their humility, are not to be despised, for they are so important that they are represented by angels before the face of His Father in Heaven. This is not a doctrine of guardian angels as such, but an indication that believers are important enough to be represented by angels before the very face of God (compare also Hebrews 1:14). Every believer can know that his name is written in Heaven, and that someone represents him in the very presence of God, and constantly reminds God of his need, because he is so important to God. Compare the twenty four elders in Revelation 4-5 whose duty it is to perform such a function.

Note the link between this verse, earlier verses in 3-5 and Matthew 18:14 in the reference to ‘little ones’. The theme is continual throughout. These little ones are the poor in spirit to whom belong the Kingly Rule of Heaven (Matthew 5:3), in which they find true greatness (Matthew 18:4). They are the true heavenly people. They are as important to Jesus as Himself (Matthew 18:5). They are those who believe in Him and are thus under His care and protection (Matthew 18:6). They are those who have been truly forgiven (Matthew 18:21-35). They are the members of the new ‘congregation’ (Matthew 18:17). And therefore their interests must be safeguarded.

‘My Father in Heaven.’ We note again that whereas in the first part of the Gospel the emphasis had been on ‘your Father’, as Jesus sought to build up their recognition of how important they were as a group before their Father, in this second part the emphasis is on ‘My Father’ as He seeks to bring home to them His unique Sonship. They are important to the Father because they believe in Jesus, and He is His Father’s Son.

Verse 11-12
a “How do you think about this? If any man has a hundred sheep, and one of them is gone astray,”

Here in context the hundred sheep represent the new community, His new congregation. They are those who have been gathered out of the lost sheep of the house of Israel (Matthew 9:36; Matthew 10:6; Matthew 10:16; and compare Ezekiel 34:1-16).

The one who goes astray is the one who has been caused to stumble (Matthew 18:6-7), or who has failed to take drastic action over sin (Matthew 18:8-9). The whole picture here is limited to the needs of His own wider group of disciples, His ‘congregation’. A ‘hundred’ sheep indicates a complete flock. Up to this point not one was missing.

‘One is gone astray.’ Note the emphasis on its oneness. It is out there and alone. It is waiting for someone to come and help it. Shortly, in Matthew 18:15, one will come to help it, and then if necessary two or three. And if that is not enough the whole of the remainder of the congregation (the whole ninety nine). For the whole congregation is a ‘self-help’ group with concern for each other, because they love one another, and are aware that they are all forgiven sinners. And they will be acting in the name of the shepherd.

Verses 11-14
The Little Ones Are So Important To God That If One Goes Astray He Seeks Them Until He Finds Them (18:11-14).
Jesus here uses the idea of the shepherd seeking his sheep, which was something that happened fairly regularly in Palestine. Seeing a shepherd looking for a lost sheep, or returning home with it in triumph, was a familiar sight to all his listeners, and He used it to illustrate many truths. Here it illustrates the truth of God’s concern for His own, and the fact that He will never allow even one of them to perish (John 10:28-29). Elsewhere it can signify Jesus search for those who are lost (Luke 15:4-7).

Analysis.
a “How do you think about this? If any man has a hundred sheep, and one of them is gone astray” (11-12a)

b “Does he not leave the ninety and nine” (Matthew 18:12 b).

c “And go to the mountains, and seek that which is going astray?” (Matthew 18:12 c).

d “And if so be that he finds it” (Matthew 18:13 a).

c “Truly I say to you, he rejoices over it” (Matthew 18:13 b).

b “More than over the ninety and nine which have not gone astray” (Matthew 18:13 c).

a “Even so it is not the will of your Father who is in heaven, that one of these little ones should perish” (Matthew 18:14).

Note that in ‘a’ one little sheep has gone astray, and in the parallel their Father is concerned for that one little sheep. In ‘b’ the shepherd leaves the ninety nine sheep who are in safety, and in the parallel rejoices more over finding the lost one than over the ninety nine who did not go astray. In ‘c’ He seeks that which is gone astray, and in the parallel He rejoices over it. Centrally in ‘d’ is the fact that He finds it.

Verse 12
“Does he not leave the ninety and nine, and go to the mountains, and seek that which is going astray?”

And what does the Shepherd do when He finds that one has gone astray? Why, He goes out into the mountains to seek the one who has gone astray. Note the emphasis on the cost. He ‘goes to the mountains’ to seek the one which is lost. A real effort is put in and a real price is paid. In one sense the Shepherd here is the Father. It is His concern that is being described (Matthew 18:10; Matthew 18:14). But He does it, of course, through His shepherds; through Jesus, and through all who follow Jesus truly.

He ‘leaves the ninety nine’ in the care of others. To the average person of that day ‘ninety nine’ would be a discordant number. The fullness suggested by one hundred has been broken. The divine shepherd cannot therefore rest until fullness is restored for every member of the flock is of equal importance.

(In actual fact it is doubtful how many, if any, of the shepherds, could count to a hundred. They would know that the sheep was missing because they knew them all by name (John 10:3). They would not even know how many they had left behind. But they would know that it was an incomplete number. It was ‘ninety nine’ not ‘a hundred’).

Verse 13
“And if so be that he finds it, truly I say to you, he rejoices over it more than over the ninety and nine which have not gone astray.”

The ‘if so be’ is a warning against presumption, but Matthew 18:14 cancels out any doubt for the true believer, for the will of the Father cannot be thwarted. A lost sheep may sometimes not be found, but that is never true of one of His Father’s little ones. And the point is that when that failing, helpless, foolish sheep is found He rejoice over it (the true disciple who has gone astray and has been found) more than over the ninety nine who did not go astray (the true disciples who remain ever true). This does not mean that He loves the one more than the others. It does not mean that it is more important than the others. It is simply an indication of the compassionate heart of the Shepherd and of how much all His sheep mean to Him (compare here the story of the prodigal son, the father, and the elder brother - Luke 15), and how much they should mean to us. It is in fact what does happen among shepherds in real life. He rejoices over the sheep that is found, and that not one of the sheep so dear to Him has been lost. The rejoicing is because sin and death has been defeated, and a beloved one has been restored. The full number has been made up.

Verse 14
“Even so it is not the will of your Father who is in heaven, that one of these little ones should perish.”

In the same way as the shepherd cares for his sheep, so does the Father care for the little ones who believe in Him. However small, however unimportant they may seem to be, it is not His will that any of them should perish. How much safer His little ones are, therefore, as compared with the sheep. For the will of the Father cannot be thwarted (John 10:29). It is not therefore to guardian angels that we should look but to our Father in Heaven.

The use of ‘your Father’ here stresses the personal love of the Father for His own, for this is the only use of ‘your Father in Heaven’ following Matthew 10:29 (although see Matthew 13:43; Matthew 23:9). Since that point Jesus has always spoken of ‘My Father in Heaven’ (Matthew 10:32-33; Matthew 12:50; Matthew 15:13; Matthew 16:17; Matthew 18:10; Matthew 18:19; Matthew 18:35) or the equivalent (Matthew 11:25-27; Matthew 16:27; Matthew 20:23; Matthew 24:36; Matthew 25:34; Matthew 26:29; Matthew 26:39; Matthew 26:42; Matthew 26:53). Prior to that the emphasis had been on ‘your Father in Heaven’ or the equivalent (Matthew 5:16; Matthew 5:45; Matthew 5:48; Matthew 6:1; Matthew 6:4; Matthew 6:6; Matthew 6:8-9; Matthew 6:14-15; Matthew 6:18; Matthew 6:26; Matthew 6:32; Matthew 7:11; Matthew 10:20; Matthew 10:29) with ‘My Father’ only being used when their doing of His will and the facing of the future judgment was in mind (Matthew 7:21). Having initially made clear to them therefore that God was their own Father, He then began the self-revelation in which He wanted to emphasise that God was His Own Father in a unique way (especially see Matthew 11:25-27), and that as His Son they must now follow Him in His special relationship with the Father, knowing the Father through Him.

Some important Greek manuscripts do have ‘My Father’ here (B Theta f13), but the majority favour ‘your Father (Aleph, D, W, f1, 28, 565), and in view of the above usages ‘your Father’ is the harder reading, and it fits well here as stressing the Father’s relationship with His sheep.

Verse 15
“And if your brother sins against you, go, show him his fault between you and him alone. If he listens to you, you have gained your brother.”

Here Jesus emphasises the responsibility that each disciple has for his ‘brother’ disciple. We are all responsible for each other! We must remember that this is spoken to those who have been warned that they must be as little children in their approach to their spiritual lives, humble, lowly and not self-seeking or self-opinionated. They must be concerned not to cause another to stumble. They must be dealing sternly with sin in their own lives. They must be concerned with their Father’s desire to restore any who have gone astray. It is to such that Jesus gives this task, where a brother is known to be sinning. It is thus not a charter for trying to pick holes in people or get them into trouble. We must ‘consider ourselves, lest we also be tempted’ (Galatians 6:1).

And the disciple who discovers sin in another disciple will try to deal with the matter discreetly and personally. He is to go to him person to person to seek to show him his fault privately without drawing the attention of others to it. Then if he listens the brother has been ‘gained’. He can still be treated as a brother. The straying sheep has been restored. The stumbling little one has been bolstered up. The congregation is still complete. Paul describes how it is to be done, ‘in a spirit of meekness, looking to yourself lest you also be tempted’ (Galatians 6:1). For there is nothing more likely to cause a man to sin than when he seeks to help another who has sinned. The danger is that he might become censorious or complacent, self-exalting or privately self-conceited, petty minded or over-magnanimous. He treads a difficult path. And the hope is that the whole matter will be dealt with lovingly and amicably, without drawing anyone else’s attention to it.

One principle lying behind this is Leviticus 19:17. ‘Do not hate your brother in your heart. Rebuke your neighbour honestly so that you will not share in his guilt.’ The idea is that we all have a responsibility towards each other so as to preserve the purity of God’s people.

‘Against you.’ The manuscripts are divided as to whether this should be in the text. Aleph, B, f1, 1582 exclude it, while D, W, Theta, f13 28 and many others include it. As it is difficult to see why it should have been excluded (unless it was being misused) the former is probably more likely. But it does not really make much difference. In either case the point is not to get one over on someone, but to honestly and genuinely, spiritually and humbly, help them in dealing with their sin. And every disciple who sins has sinned against every other disciple.

The sin in mind here is a blatant open sin whose effects are still felt, or which is still going on, and the purpose is the forgiveness of the individual and the restoration of fellowship in the discipleship circle, and the individual restoration of the disciple involved. The need for the prayerfulness of all who are involved can be assumed from Matthew 18:19.

Verses 15-20
The Practical Application of This Love And Humility In Dealings With The New Congregation of God’s People (18:15-20).
Having expressed the concern that His true disciples must have to walk as humbly as a little child; to prevent others from stumbling; to themselves deal severely with sin in their own lives; and their need to share His Father’s concern over those who go astray; Jesus now make a practical application which not only brings this out but emphasises the responsibility in the matter of the whole of the new ‘congregation’, the new community of the people of God. There is to be a unity and oneness among them which will not only benefit all, but will also make them effective as a unit together. Note especially the repeated emphasis on two or three working together. The chiasmus suggests that the whole of this passage must be seen as dealing with the question of someone who has stumbled and needs restoring in all humility and graciousness, although that need not discount a wider application. Note that the emphasis is on restoration. Judgment may finally be necessary, but that is not the primary aim. The thought is that His congregation should be a ‘self-maintained’ unit with Him at its heart.

There is an interesting parallel to these instructions in the regulations of the Qumran community, ‘let him rebuke him on the very same day lest he incur guilt because of him. And furthermore, let no man accuse his companion before the congregation without first having admonished him in the presence of witnesses’.

Analysis.
a “And if your brother sins against you, go, show him his fault between you and him alone. If he listens to you, you have gained your brother” (Matthew 18:15).

b “But if he does not listen to you, take with you one or two more, that at the mouth of two witnesses or three every word may be established” (Matthew 18:16).

c “And if he refuse to listen to them, tell it to the congregation (ekklesia - church)” (Matthew 18:17 a).

d “And if he refuses to listen to the congregation also, let him be to you as the Gentile and the public servant” (Matthew 18:17).

c “Truly I say to you, whatever things you shall bind on earth shall have been bound in heaven, and whatever things you shall loose on earth shall have been loosed in heaven” (Matthew 18:18).

b “Again I say to you, that if two of you shall agree on earth as touching anything that they shall ask, it shall be done for them of my Father who is in heaven” (Matthew 18:19).

a “For where two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I in the midst of them” (Matthew 18:20).

Note that in ‘a’ two come together to resolve a spiritual problem, and in the parallel two or three gathered in His Name can be sure that Jesus is among them. In ‘b’ one or two more are called on, and in the parallel, agreement between two ensures God’s cooperation. In ‘c’ the whole congregation is brought in, and in the parallel what they bind on earth shall have been bound in Heaven, and what they loose on earth shall have been loosed in Heaven. Centrally in ‘d’ the one who rejects the ministration of the whole congregation is to be dealt with as an unbeliever in need of mercy.

Verse 16
“But if he does not listen to you, take with you one or two more, that at the mouth of two witnesses or three every word may be established.”

That the sin is to be seen as something serious comes out here. It is not just a matter of personal disagreement, for now others are to be involved, and they will of course ‘judge’ the matter for themselves in order that they might be of help to the one who has fallen. They may in fact in some cases simply advise that in their view the matter is not important enough to take further. But where the sin is a serious one then they will decide on the matter between them and then come to their brother disciple in order to resolve the issue. Note again that the aim is to restore the disciple and to prevent the matter becoming too public. Mercy and forgiveness is ever in mind. Bringing in one or two more (of the kind of character that Jesus has previously described) will ensure that the matter is being fairly dealt with, and the hope is that together they can restore the erring disciple in a spirit of love and humility, without widespread publicity. In this emphasis we discover Jesus’ hatred of ‘gossips’.

And as they consider their approach to the one who has ‘fallen’ they will pray together. And when these two or three gather together in His Name they know that He will be among them (Matthew 18:20). He will guide them in their thinking and in their approach (compare 1 Corinthians 5:4). And it is only then that they will approach their fellow disciple.

The point here is that now the principle of someone not being judged ‘except on the evidence of two or three witnesses’ is in mind (Deuteronomy 19:15). No one should suffer the humiliation of being brought before the whole congregation without the agreement of such witnesses. Clearly therefore they will require some kind of evidence before they can become ‘witnesses’. That could be the evidence of the disciple’s own admission of the sin, or some other kind of good evidence. They must ‘enquire, and make search and ask diligently’, for without that they would have to reject the charge (compare Deuteronomy 13:14). And Matthew 18:19 emphasises that their judgment must be made prayerfully, and that Jesus’ Father in Heaven should be brought in to the matter. For He is the final judge of all men (Matthew 7:23-24; Matthew 10:32-33).

Verse 17
“And if he refuse to listen to them, tell it to the congregation (ekklesia - church). And if he refuses to listen to the congregation also, let him be to you as the Gentile and the public servant.”

But if the charge is proved and the matter is serious, and the disciple refuses to listen, then the next step is to bring the matter before the whole ‘congregation’, the gathering of all believing disciples (or of all in one vicinity, as with a synagogue). ‘The congregation’ was the description given in the Old Testament to the gathering of all mature, male members of Israel. It represented the whole of Israel. Thus here Jesus has in mind the new Israel, seen as one. Later, of course, this would be divided up into individual churches, but that was not so here, although a limited local group might have been in mind. The gathering here would overall be of all those genuinely recognised as disciples.

And if the sin is accepted to be so by the whole congregation, and the guilty disciple refuses to listen to them and turn from his sin, then he is to be treated as though he were no longer a member of ‘the congregation’. He is to be seen as a non-disciple. He is to be treated as an outsider, in a similar way to an ‘unbelieving’ Gentile or public servant, both of whom would as such be excluded from the congregation of Israel. (This description demonstrates the strong Jewish background of the words). He is to be seen as no longer ‘of us’ (1 John 2:19).

The ‘you’ is singular, but the question arises as to whether it means the original ‘accuser’ (Matthew 18:15) or the whole congregation. Possibly it in fact means the accuser as representing the whole congregation, or alternatively we might translate ‘let him be to each one of you as --’.

We should note that this is not signifying the rejection of the sinner from the possibility of the mercy of God. The attitude of the congregation towards both Gentiles and public servants was to be one of love, together with a longing to bring them to Christ. But both of these were examples of those who were least likely to obey God (compare Matthew 5:46-47), The point is simply that the one who continues in sin is no longer to be seen as ‘one of the congregation’. He is now seen as an ‘outsider’, for he is no longer a true witness. The blot on the fellowship has to be removed (compare Acts 5:1-11 for a drastic example). It does not necessarily refer to official excommunication. It rather represents an attitude to be taken up towards him so as hopefully to bring him to his senses. In a similar way exclusion from the synagogue for a period was a punishment carried out by the Jews for recalcitrant sinners, which could become permanent if the sinner still refused to repent.

Verse 18
“Truly I say to you, whatever things you shall bind on earth shall have been bound in heaven, and whatever things you shall loose on earth shall have been loosed in heaven.”

But the congregation must seek to ensure that the verdict reached and the judgment carried out is approved of by Heaven. It is essentially Heaven’s verdict that must be reached. Nevertheless the congregation is necessarily given the authority to express that verdict and carry out the sentence, still acting in meekness and considering carefully the genuineness of their own hearts (Galatians 6:1). And God will be behind them in their decision (if genuinely and spiritually reached)

When the Jews wanted to know how to apply the Law they looked to the Scribes who would determine the application of the Law by either enforcing its strict requirements (‘binding it’), or by ‘loosing’ it by some interpretative method. In the same way the congregation of disciples was given the authority to seek the mind of God on the Law and then apply it, as they might well have done in the case of this person just excluded from the congregation.

But this declaration parallels that made to Peter in Matthew 16:19, indicating that there Peter received the promise as an individual disciple who would share the authority with other individual disciples, rather than as someone who was unique. Thus here it also has a more general application to all matters to be decided among the people of God, a procedure which we find carried out officially in Acts 15.

Verse 19
“Again I say to you, that if two of you shall agree on earth as touching anything that they shall ask, it shall be done for them of my Father who is in heaven.”

The question that arises here is as to whether this should be strictly applied in context, or seen as an expansion on the argument. In the former case it is confirmation that when a plurality (two or more) agree on what to ask about a disputed question, (‘about any judicial matter that they should ask’) they can be sure that they will have His Father’s assistance in the matter. He will give them guidance and show them what to do. This may be very necessary in the case of the two called on in Matthew 18:16.

In the latter case the argument is that just as two or three could act together to confirm a case before the congregation (Matthew 18:16), so equally two or more can confirm any request which is in accordance with Scripture which is to be made to His Father, with the result that they can be sure that they will receive what they ask. The idea of ‘two agreeing’ is then not just a casual agreement to pray for something without due thought, but a coming together to first determine what would be reasonable to request. It is taking prayer seriously. They would thus take into account the principles of prayer, such as asking according to His known will (1 John 5:14), coming in the name of Jesus (asking what He wills, backed up by the authority of His Name), asking in accordance with Scripture promises, asking as those who have no iniquity in their hearts, and so on. Once, however, they had genuinely come to what they believed was the mind of God on the matter they could have confidence that they would receive what they asked. (The final judgment would come in whether the prayer was answered or not).

As with Matthew 18:18 probably both are true. Jesus intended it to have both the particular application, and the wider general application (as He makes clear elsewhere).

Verse 20
“For where two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I in the midst of them.”

In the case of the first interpretation in Matthew 18:19 this would be expressing Jesus’ promise that when two or three gather with the purpose of coming to a judgment on some matter of morals they could be sure that Jesus was among them as the senior Judge to ensure that they had the mind of Christ (1 Corinthians 2:16). The Rabbis similarly thought that ‘if two sit together and words of the Law are between them, the Shekinah (the glory of His presence) rests between them’. This would be especially comparative if the believers are seen as judging from the open Scriptures.

In the case of the second interpretation this would give the assurance that whenever two or three came together in worship, or to make decisions in His Name, they could be sure of the presence of Jesus among them in a very real way, over and above His usual presence, this in accordance with His promise in Matthew 28:20. They would know Him as ‘God with us’ (Matthew 1:23). This would be especially important once they were ‘on the road’ as evangelists. Again both the particular and the general were probably in Jesus’ mind. It was a general promise but with a particular application to the situation just described.

Verse 21
‘Then Peter came and said to him, “Lord, how often shall my brother sin against me, and I forgive him? Until seven times?” ’

Peter here reveals how God’s compassion has come home to him through the teaching of Jesus, but even he has not yet perceived the magnanimity of God. The Scribes taught, on the basis of Amos 1, that a man might be forgiven three times, but that on the fourth judgment must come on him. Thus Peter’s ‘seven times’ was an extension of that principle to an even greater level. ‘Three times’ indicated ‘a few times’. Thus ‘seven times’ indicated the next stage up, ‘many times’ (a divinely perfect number of times). But clearly there had to be a limit on how many times a person could be forgiven.

Verse 21-22
But How Often Should We Forgive? (18:21-22).
The idea that disciples should approach those who have sinned against them and seek to be reconciled with them raised in Peter’s mind the question of how often this was required. How often should someone who fails be forgiven? And when he suggested that possibly he should forgive ‘seven times’ he probably knew that he was outdoing the Scribes with their ‘three times’. Thus he may well have been looking for and expecting Jesus’ commendation for his generosity of spirit. He was therefore probably quite taken aback when Jesus replied, ‘not seven times, but seventy time seven times’. Peter then realised that he was not quite as merciful as he had thought.

The idea of forgiveness here connects back once more with the sermon on the Mount. There also Jesus had emphasised the necessity of forgiveness, just as we ourselves have been, and are being, forgiven (Matthew 6:14-15). And in Matthew 12:31-32 He had emphasised the greatness and wideness of God’s forgiveness. Now He will stress its unlimited nature. The Gospel is both based on forgiveness, and produces forgiveness.

Analysis.
a Then Peter came and said to him, “Lord, how often shall my brother sin against me, and I forgive him?” (Matthew 18:21 a).

b “Until seven times?” (Matthew 18:21 b).

b Jesus says to him, “I do not say to you, “Until seven times” (Matthew 18:22 a).

c “But, “Until seventy times seven” (Matthew 18:22 b).

Note that in ‘a’ the question was how often it was necessary to forgive. The parallel says ‘seventy times seven’ times. In ‘b’ Peter’s suggestion is seven times, and in the parallel the reply is ‘no, not seven times’.

Verse 22
‘Jesus says to him, “I do not say to you, “Until seven times”, but, “Until seventy times seven”.

So Jesus is basically saying, “No Peter, there is no limit. Think in terms of seventy times seven.” Jesus was not, however, saying that a person could be forgiven four hundred and ninety times. He was saying that there is no limit to how often a person can be forgiven. This is good news for us, for there are many sins that we have committed far more than four hundred and ninety times, and yet here we have the promise that God is still willing to forgive us.

Some translate as ‘seventy seven times’ (the Greek is the same expression as that used in LXX to translate Genesis 4:24), but others argue that that is not what the Greek indicates. If the former is so then Jesus is taking Lamech’s increased requirement for revenge (seventy seven times compared with Cain’s seven times) and applying it to forgiveness. But it is not strictly a parallel. Lamech was not speaking of taking revenge seventy seven times, he was speaking of how great his vengeance would be. Here Jesus is speaking of the number of times an unlimited forgiveness must be offered (and whether it is seventy seven times or four hundred and ninety times it means exactly the same thing - it is without limitation).

We should, however, consider carefully what Jesus was really saying. He was not actually saying that we must forgive everyone for whatever they do, and never take what they have done into account when dealing with them. That would be gross foolishness. Even though we do have to approach them in a spirit of love (Matthew 5:43-48), we do have to consider men’s past behaviour and their present attitude when deciding how to deal with them. Certainly we must love our enemies and not have feelings of vindictiveness towards them, but while that is good, it is not the meaning of forgiveness. Forgiveness means restoring a person to the relationship in which they were seen before they sinned. It means treating the sin as though it had never happened.

So Jesus is rather here speaking of behaviour between fellow-disciples (note Peter’s ‘my brother’) on the basis of their having repented (as in Matthew 18:15). This comes out in Luke 17:4. ‘If your brother sin, rebuke him, and if he repent, forgive him. And if he sin against you seven times in the day, and seven times turn again to you, saying “I repent”, you shall forgive him.” It will be noted there that the forgiveness follows a profession of repentance truly given. The point therefore is of the forgiving of those who seek forgiveness, and that means reinstating them into the position in which they were before they sinned. It means trusting the repentant thief to look after your money on the basis of a genuine representation of repentance, because you now know that he can be trusted, just as God trusts us once we have truly repented. Thus in the case of Matthew 18:15 the brother who repents is restored, while the one who refuses to repent is treated on a different level (Matthew 18:17), still with love, but on the basis of the condition that still holds.

These words then make Matthew 18:15 unrestricted. No individual believer or ‘congregation’ can limit the level of their forgiveness to one who truly expresses repentance. Such an expression must be taken at face value and acted on. We have thus no right to say to someone that we can no longer accept their apparently sincere offer of repentance, for we must always take the weakness of the sinner into account, just as we expect God to take our weakness into account.

On the other hand without genuine repentance there can be no true forgiveness. God looks with mercy and benevolence on all sinners (Matthew 5:45) but He offers forgiveness and a place under the Kingly Rule of Heaven only to the repentant (Matthew 4:17), and in His case he knows how genuine our repentance is.

Verse 23
“Therefore is the kingly rule of Heaven likened to a certain king, who would call his servants to account for their activities.”

At first sight this appears to be another example of a parable of the final judgment, but in fact it turns out not to be so. It is rather a parable of the ongoing nature of the Kingly Rule of Heaven on earth prior to the final judgment. It is a good example of how the Kingly Rule of Heaven has commenced on earth, prior to it merging with the ‘heavenly’ Kingly Rule of Heaven.

In the parable the king is seen as ruling over those within his kingly rule, and regularly calling his servants to account. It can to some extent be compared with the scenes in Job 1-2, but here it is His earthly servants who are called to account. This ‘calling to account’ is that which takes place when a person is faced up by God with the size of their debt to Him. They are then ‘called to account’. He is seeking to call them to repentance.

Verse 24
“And when he had begun to call them to account, one was brought to him, who owed him ten thousand talents (that is in our terms ‘many billions’).”

One servant was brought before Him whose debt was so large that it was larger than the gross national product of many smaller countries. It was ‘ten thousand talents’. The talent was not so much a coin as a unit of monetary measurement (a little like having ‘a million pound bank note’). In one measurement it was the equivalent of two hundred and forty gold coins. Gold coins were rarely in use apart from by the very rich (although see Matthew 10:9 which suggests that some disciples came from fairly wealthy backgrounds). And ten thousand talents was the equivalent in this case of two million four hundred thousand gold coins. It was a fabulous amount. It was over three times more than was in David’s treasury at the highest point of his reign (1 Chronicles 29:4), when he was fabulously rich, and more than all the gold used in building and furnishing the Temple of Solomon (1 Chronicles 29:7).

This huge debt was Jesus’ indication of the huge debt that each of us owes to God at the moment of our repenting and believing. It is basically incalculable (‘ten thousand’ is a round number based on the fact that ‘a thousand’ usually indicates a large incalculable number. Thus ten times a thousand is even more incalculable). It symbolises a debt that can never be paid off. There is no idea here of our good deeds being able to balance off the bad. Rather the opposite is the case. It is that our good deeds cannot even remotely approach the level of our bad deeds. For in the end our so-called ‘good deeds’ are only really the doing of what we should do anyway (Luke 17:10). There are therefore no ‘good deeds’. So this man’s only hope was ‘forgiveness’ of the debt.

Verse 25
“But because he did not have the wherewithal to pay, his lord commanded him to be sold, and his wife, and children, and all that he had, and payment to be made.”

And when he could not pay his debt his lord commanded him to be sold, along with his wife and children and all his possessions so that something of what he owed might be paid. This was a normal procedure with a largish debt, or a huge one like this. They then joined the ranks of bondmen and bondwomen, and slaves. This was always the fate of the bankrupts of the day. But none of them would fetch even a talent in the markets of that day, and most a good deal less. The thought was not of repayment of the debt so much as punishment for letting the situation arise. It is a reminder that if we give all that we have, and our own lives also, it could not even put a scratch on the debt that we owe to God.

We should note that even this act is merciful. Once sold off nothing more will be done to him. He is not suffering the worst possible scenario, that of being tortured so as to ensure that he is not hiding his assets and then in order to squeeze out of his family whatever they could pay (compare Matthew 18:34).

Verse 26
“The servant therefore fell down and worshipped him, saying, ‘Lord, have patience with me, and I will pay you all.’ ”

Being faced up to his debt the servant was ‘repentant’. He offered that somehow if only his lord was merciful he would, given time, find some means eventually of repaying the whole debt (‘all’). Many see God like this. They see Him as requiring them to earn forgiveness by a lifetime of devotion (and as we have seen that would not be sufficient anyway). But Jesus’ point is that God is in fact not like that. He is a God Who forgives freely. All in fact knew in their hearts that this servant would never be able to pay off such a huge debt. His only hope was total and free forgiveness.

Verse 27
“And the lord of that servant, being moved with compassion, released him, and forgave him the debt.”

But his lord was a compassionate man. And when he saw his servant’s repentance he forgave him his debt and released him. It may of course be that his hope from this was that his servant had learned his lesson and would now out of gratitude be his servant for life. But that was only secondary. The prime grounds for the forgiveness of the debt was the compassionate nature of the king.

Not the emphasis on the relationship. ‘The lord of that servant.’ The one was supremely superior to the other. He had total rights. Jesus clearly intends us to see him as signifying the Lord of all.

Verse 28
“But that servant went out, and found one of his fellow-servants, who owed him a hundred denarii (one hundred day’s wages for a low-paid worker), and he laid hold on him, and took him by the throat, saying, ‘Pay what you owe.’ ”

And then what follows is intentionally grotesque. The servant had a fellow servant who owed him the equivalent of one hundred days wages for a low paid worker. On one scale this equalled the value of four gold coins (one sixtieth of a talent). But he was so little moved by the forgiveness that had been offered to him that he grabbed him by the throat and demanded immediate repayment. Note that he was not only demanding, but violent. He was furious that this man had not repaid his debt. Ideas of forgiveness were totally foreign to him. The offer of forgiveness to him had not touched him.

There are indications in Rabbinic literature that grabbing a debtor by the throat was an accepted procedure of the day. But the emphasis here is on an increasing lack of compassion (thus later the king will deliver the unforgiving servant to the ‘torturers’). When men lack compassion that attitude of heart grows until it becomes positive evil. No man stands still. As he grows older he either softens or hardens.

Verse 29
“So his fellow-servant fell down and besought him, saying, “Have patience with me, and I will pay you.”

Then, just as he himself had previously done, the fellow-servant fell on his knees and begged for time to pay the debt. He promised, and this time with some likelihood of payment, that eventually full payment would be made. The similarity with the previous situation is deliberate. He was seeking the same kind of forgiveness that had been given to the other, and it should therefore have spurred him into recognition if he had had the smallest amount of true moral awareness. But he was so hardened that he was unmoved by the forgiveness that had been offered to him, and did not even associate it with the other.

Verse 30
“And he would not, but went and cast him into prison, until he should pay what was due.”

But there was no forgiveness in the heart of the unforgiving servant. His own experience had left him untouched. So he had the servant cast into a debtor’s prison until he could pay all that was due. And there he would languish until someone could pay his debt.

Verse 31
“So when his fellow-servants saw what was done, they were deeply sorry, and came and told their lord all that was done.”

But his fellow-servants saw what he had done. And filled with deep regret at what had been done to their fellow-servant they ‘told their lord all that was done’. ‘They were deeply sorry’. These men too were compassionate. Their lives had been touched by mercy. They were the merciful who would themselves obtain mercy.

Verse 32-33
“Then his lord called him to him, and says to him, ‘You wicked servant, I forgave you all that debt, because you begged me, should you not also have had mercy on your fellow-servant, even as I had mercy on you?”

When the lord heard of what had happened he summoned the servant to him. The servant would enter confidently enough. He was totally unaware of the wrong that he had done. His heart was hardened in sin. But then he was brought up short by what he heard. ‘You wicked servant’. And then the full extent of his wickedness was brought home, and that was that although he had received mercy, he was unwilling to show mercy. He would not do to another what had been done to him. Although he had been forgiven, he would not forgive. He had himself begged for mercy, and had received it, but had then mercilessly turned away from another who had begged for mercy.

Verse 34
“And his lord was justly angry, and delivered him to the tormentors, until he should pay all that was due.”

Jesus points out that his lord was justly angry. The servant had failed to benefit by the compassion shown to him, and had not himself become compassionate. Thus his last state was worse than his first. Instead of being sold off, and then at least forgotten, he was handed over to the torturers. Their first task was to torture him in order to make him reveal what assets he might have hidden away. Then it would be done in order to make him an object of pity so that family and friends might come to his aid and help to pay off his debt. But it was a debt too heavy to be paid. There was no hope of release from his tormentors.

It should be noted that this was a regular method among many Gentiles for dealing with once wealthy debtors. It was a matter of screwing out of the man whatever could be obtained. But the point is that it would never have happened to him if he had not himself been unmerciful. What a man sows he will reap. But we should note that this is a part of the story demonstrating the consequences of being unmerciful. It is not an indication of what God does to us. (Indeed there would be little point. God knows of anything that we might wish to ‘hide away’ and He knows well enough that no one else can contribute towards our debt. They have too much debt of their own to be concerned about).

Verse 35
“So also will my heavenly Father do to you, if you forgive not every one his brother from your hearts.”

The story ends with an application. This is how His Heavenly Father will behave (not the torturing but the calling to account) towards all who do not forgive their brother or sister from the hearts. The reference to brother indicates that primarily this applies to forgiveness between ‘brethren’ within the circumstances laid done in Matthew 18:15-20. But we cannot limit it to that, for the idea is that having been forgiven we will be living our lives in the light of chapters 5-7, in terms of the Sermon on the Mount (and especially Matthew 6:14-15). By it Jesus is saying, ‘freely you have received, freely give’.

It should of course be noticed that the king offered his forgiveness first before the servant was expected to forgive. It was not that the servant had to earn forgiveness. His crime was that having himself been offered full forgiveness he refused a lesser forgiveness to another. His lord had given him the example, that he might follow in his steps. And the point behind it is that he had no real consciousness of the forgiveness that he had been offered, for had he really been conscious of it, it could not have failed to stir him to forgiveness of a fellow servant. (All his fellow-servants saw that). For us it is a reminder that if we have been truly forgiven, and are conscious of it, then it cannot have failed to change our lives. And if it has not done so we need to ask ourselves whether we really have received forgiveness. For the consequence of our forgiveness is that we are to be perfect even as our Father in Heaven is perfect (Matthew 5:48).

19 Chapter 19 

Verse 1
‘And it came about that when Jesus had finished these words, he departed from Galilee, and came into the borders of Judaea in Beyond Jordan, and great crowds followed him, and he healed them there.’

Once Jesus had completed His ministry in Galilee He set off for Jerusalem for the last time, coming into the borders of Judaea. He had made a number of previous visits to Jerusalem, as we know from John’s Gospel, but this would be His last. During this visit He will present Himself to the Jews as the Coming King for those who have eyes to see. As usual great crowds followed Him. They also would be going up to the feast. And He continued His ministry towards them, healing them in both body and soul (compare Matthew 8:17). For similar closures as this (‘when He had finished’) following selections of His teaching see Matthew 7:28; Matthew 11:1; Matthew 13:53; Matthew 26:1.

‘Beyond the Jordan.’ The areas around the Jordan on both sides of the river were called ‘Beyond the Jordan’ (compare our description Transjordan). If this entry was into Judaea proper it would necessarily be in Beyond Jordan on the west side of the Jordan. On the other hand Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem via Jericho indicates that at some time stage He went East of Jordan into Peraea, finally crossing the Jordan from east to west in order to take the Jericho road. But Matthew’s concern is to emphasise the entry into Judaea, leaving his native Galilee.

Verse 3
‘And there came to him some Pharisees, putting him to the test, and saying, “Is it lawful for a man to put away his wife for every cause?” ’

This particular group of Pharisees (no definite article) in Judaea clearly saw this question as an acid test of a prophet. Let Jesus now adjudicate on this fundamental disagreement that they had among themselves. Then they would see what He was made of. (Up to now their knowledge of Him was mainly only by hearsay from their northern brethren. We must not make the mistake of seeing the Pharisees as one strong united body. While they shared similar beliefs they belonged to their own separate groups). It was the beginning of a series of tests that would end when He had been thoroughly grilled and when all His opponents had been confounded (Matthew 22:46) with their favourite ideas disposed of. Their question was as to whether it was lawful (within the Law of Moses) that a man put away his wife ‘for every cause’. In other words on any grounds that suited them.

It may be asked why this would be seen as ‘a test’. And the answer is because the question was one on which there was great division between different teachers, even between those two great past exponents of Pharisaism, Shammai and Hillel. It thus caused division among the Pharisees. It was a question on which the influence of Hillel was seen as strong (for his view suited the menfolk), but which was strongly contested. (The Qumran Community did not, in fact, believe in divorce at all, for they saw themselves as a holy community). Thus by His reply Jesus would indicate which party He was throwing His weight behind, or might even come up with some compromise solution.

Note that in true Jewish fashion the assumption is that only the man can initiate divorce. (Matthew leaves out the alternative possibility for the sake of his Jewish readers). It was the teaching of the Scribes who followed Hillel that divorce was allowable to a man for any ‘good cause’. But as that included burning the dinner it will be observed that what he saw as a good cause was simply the man’s displeasure at his wife. This was based on his interpretation of Deuteronomy 24:1 ‘some unseemly thing/something indecent in her (literally ‘the nakedness of a matter)’. He argued that it meant anything by which a wife displeased her husband.

The opposing view was that of Shammai. Emphasising ‘the nakedness’ he argued that its meaning was restricted to something grossly sexually indecent. He was always much stricter in his interpretations than Hillel and in this case, probably to everyone’s surprise, it brought him much nearer to Jesus’ position.

Neither, however, were interpreting the Scripture correctly. For primarily the purpose of Deuteronomy 24:1-4 was not in order to permit divorce as such, but was in order to safeguard a woman, on her being divorced according to general custom, so as to ensure that she was given a bill of divorce. This was in order that she might be able to prove that she was not officially committing adultery with any second husband, thus becoming subject to the death penalty for both him and herself.

It was also in order to limit what was allowable once a divorce had taken place. It was so as to prevent a remarriage of the same two persons once the wife had subsequently married another man. For to then go back to her first husband would have been seen as a kind of incest, and as committing adultery twice. It would have been seen as making a mockery of marriage and as a way of mocking God’s ordinance. It was indeed seen as so serious that it was described as ‘an abomination before the Lord’. The original purpose of Deuteronomy 24:1-4 was therefore in order to prevent a bad situation getting worse. That was why Jesus said ‘for your hardness of heart Moses allowed you to put away your wife’ (Matthew 19:8). His point was that divorce had not strictly been given God’s permission, even though it might happen in cases of gross indecency on the part of the wife (which was also not with His permission). For it was in fact a sin against the very roots of creation.

Verses 3-6
The Testing Of Jesus Begins. The Pharisees Challenge Jesus About Divorce (19:3-6).
Jesus is now approaching Jerusalem through Judaea, and whatever route we see Him as taking Matthew’s emphasis is on the fact that He has left Galilee and has entered Judaea (Matthew 19:1). Furthermore it is made clear that He is doing so accompanied by Messianic signs (Matthew 11:5). The crowds follow Him and He heals them (Matthew 19:2).

But the inevitable result of His public entry into Judaea, headed for Jerusalem, where He will deliberately draw attention to Himself in the triumphal entry and cleansing of the Temple, is that He will be challenged by all aspects of Judaism, and this will enable Him to lay down the foundations of the new age which He is introducing. His previous visits to Jerusalem had been on a quieter scale, but now He was forcing Himself on the notice of the differing religious and civil authorities, and pointing to the signs of the new age.

The first challenge made to Him is on the question of divorce. It was a burning issue among many in Jerusalem and it was one that had caused the death of John the Baptist, something which would not have been forgotten by the common people who had flocked to John. Perhaps the Pharisees hoped by this question to stir Him into speaking against Herod. However, at the very least it was intended to land Him in the midst of religious controversy.

We should note that there was no question that brought out the way in which the Scriptures had been distorted by the Pharisees more than this question about divorce. The majority freely allowed divorce on the basis of a ruling of Moses, which had sought to regulate the custom of divorce prevalent among the people at the time. His purpose had been firstly in order to safeguard a woman rejected according to custom, by ensuring that she had a ‘bill of divorce’, and secondly in order to prevent divorced people (who were divorced on the basis of custom, not of the Law, which made no provision for divorce) from again remarrying after the wife had first been married another (Deuteronomy 24:1-4). But on the basis of it a large group of Scribes and Pharisees (who followed the teaching of the great Hillel) allowed divorce almost literally ‘for any cause’ (such as burning the dinner, or not being pretty enough). It was the most flagrant misuse of Scripture. It had not necessarily resulted in wholesale divorce in Jewish society because of the strength of family feeling and of custom, and because on divorce the marriage settlement had to be handed back, but there was probably a superfluity of divorce in Pharisaic circles (Josephus blatantly tells us how he put away his own wife for displeasing him), and if it once ever did become prevalent it would attack the very roots of their society.

Indeed the right to be able to divorce was something that Jewish men could be depended on to feel strongly about, for it probably gave them a hold over their womenfolk and made them feel superior. Thus to challenge these Pharisees on this question of divorce would be for Him to challenge the very basis of their own authority. Then once His views became known the crowds would have to decide who was most right. But one thing they knew, and that was that whichever side Jesus came down on He would offend a good number of people. What they probably did not expect, for to them divorce was simply a relatively unimportant matter which all accepted, and about which there was only disagreement concerning the grounds for it, was that Jesus would introduce a whole new aspect to the matter that would cut the ground from right under their feet. They may also have hoped that He would say something unwise about Herod, like John had done before Him. That would certainly have given them a lever for getting rid of Him. But instead Jesus reveals a totally new view of marriage, which He points out has been true from the beginning, thereby indicating the coming in under His teaching of a new world order.

Furthermore Jesus will in fact, in His dealings with His disciples, turn their argument round in order to demonstrate that the Kingly Rule of Heaven is here, and that marrying and having children is no longer to be the sole basis of society (a view held by the main religious teachers of Judaism).

Analysis.
a There came to Him Pharisees, putting Him to the test, and saying, “Is it lawful for a man to put away his wife for every cause?” (Matthew 19:3).

b And He answered and said, “Have you not read, that He who made them from the beginning made them male and female” (Matthew 19:4).

c “And said, ‘For this cause shall a man leave his father and mother, and shall cleave to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh?’ ” (Matthew 19:5).

b “So that they are no more two, but one flesh” (Matthew 19:6 a).

a “What therefore God has joined together, let not man put asunder” (Matthew 19:6 b).

Note that in ‘a’ the question was the grounds on which a man could put away his wife, and in the parallel the reply is that what God has joined no one can put asunder. In ‘b’ the stress is on the fact that God made them male and female, and in the parallel that once they are married they are therefore now one flesh. Centrally in ‘c’ is God’s stated purpose for a man and a woman.

Verses 3-12
Marriage And Divorce In The New Age (19:3-12)..

Having in chapter 18 laid down the principles on which His new congregation was to run Jesus will now begin to lay down the foundations of life in the new age in relation to marriage, divorce, and celibacy, humility as a basis for life, and attitudes towards wealth and family. He commences with the question of the basis of true marriage.

Verses 3-22
A Period of Testing - Jesus Prepares For The New World Order - Journey to Jerusalem - Triumphal Entry - Jesus Is Lord (19:3-22).
Having entered Judaea on the way to Jerusalem for His final visit, Jesus enters into a period of testing as to His status as a Prophet, a process which comes to completion in Matthew 22:46. This commences with a visit by the Pharisees to test Him on His views on divorce (Matthew 19:3 ff). In reply to this He reveals that marriage is not something to be treated lightly, nor is it something to be manipulated by men, but is permanent and unbreakable, and that a new day is dawning when marrying and having children will not be the main focus of the Kingly Rule of Heaven.

The testing will then continue on as He is approached by various combinations of opponents concerning various contentious issues, as He Himself enters Jerusalem as its King. These include:

The Pharisees (Matthew 21:3 ff).

The Chief Priests and the Scribes (Matthew 21:15 ff).

The Chief Priests and the Elders of the people (Matthew 21:23 ff; Mark includes Scribes).

The Chief Priests and the Pharisees (Matthew 21:45-46; Luke has the Scribes and the Chief Priests).

The Pharisees with the Herodians (Matthew 22:15-22; Mark the Pharisees with the Herodians, Luke ‘spies’).

The Sadducees (Matthew 22:23-33).

The Pharisees, including a lawyer (Scribe) (Matthew 22:34 ff; Mark has Scribe; Luke has Scribes).

These testings go on until they recognise the futility of testing Him any further because He always has an unassailable answer (Matthew 22:46). Thus all the main political and religious elements in Jewry were included in the opposition (the Essenes and the Qumran Community would have no particular reason for attacking Jesus. They were separatists and looked to God to deliver them from their enemies).

The combinations described by Matthew are deliberately intended:

To demonstrate how all the opposition were getting together one by one in order to bring Him down (note that no combination is repeated).

To indicate the widescale nature of the opposition.

To bring out how even hereditary enemies were being brought together for the purpose (Chief Priests and Scribes, Chief Priests and Pharisees, Pharisees and Herodians).

As can be seen the Chief Priests are mentioned three times, and the Pharisees are mentioned four times, the former around the time of His purifying of the Temple, when He has drawn Himself specifically to their attention and has shown up their dishonesty in their dealings in the Temple, and the latter all the way through, for the Pharisees, who were to be found throughout Judaea and Galilee, had dogged His footsteps from the beginning. It must be remembered in considering the parallels that most, although not all, of the Scribes were Pharisees (there were Scribes of the Sadducees and general Scribes as well).

Brief note on the Pharisees; Scribes; Chef Priests; Sadducees; Elders and Herodians.
The Pharisees were a sect of Judaism. They were in all around seven thousand in number but their influence far outweighed their numbers. They laid great weight on what distinguished Judaism from the world around them such as the keeping of the Sabbath, the payment of tithes and the various daily washings for the constant removal of uncleanness. They saw themselves as responsible to preserve the purity of Judaism. They did not run the synagogues but had great influence in them, and their Scribes (Teachers) were influential in teaching the people. They believed in the resurrection and in angels, strove for ‘eternal life’ by obedience to the Law of Moses and the covenant, and sought rigidly to keep the covenant as they saw it, but often with a great emphasis on externals as is man’s wont when enthusiasm has died down. This involved them in a rigid intent to observe the Law in all its detail, in which they were guided by the Traditions of the Elders and by their Scribes. In general they looked forward to the coming of the Messiah, although with various viewpoints concerning him, and to God’s final deliverance of His people, when Pharisaic teaching would triumph. They waited patiently, but restlessly, for God to step in and remove the occupying forces as He had done in the time of their ancestors. Meanwhile they accepted the need for passive obedience to their conquerors.

The Scribes were the Teachers of Judaism. As well as Scribes of the Pharisees, who were by far the greatest number, there were Scribes of the Sadducees and general Scribes. The Scribes of the Pharisees laid great stress on the Traditions of the Elders which included secret information which they claimed was passed down orally from teacher to teacher from the past, and these especially included past dictates of former well known Scribes such as Shammai and Hillel. This teaching in general formed the basis of religious observation by the common people, although they did not conform to all its particulars, and were in general seen as ‘sinners’ because of this. The Scribes of the Pharisees were generally looked to by the people as the authorities on religious matters. Their influence in Judaea outside Jerusalem was paramount. While accepting the authority of the Chief Priests over the Temple and compromising with them on various matters they generally conflicted with them at every turn. They were bitter opponents.

The Chief Priests ran the Temple and its ordinances which provided them with a source of revenue and great wealth. At their head was the High Priest. There was strictly only one functional High Priest, but as far as the Jews were concerned the appointment was for life, and when the Romans replaced one High Priest for another, religiously the earlier High Priest remained High Priest (thus Annas, the father of Caiaphas the High Priest, was still High Priest in Jewish eyes, as were any others who had been High Priest and were still alive). The Chief Priests also included the high officials of the Temple such as the Temple Treasurer, the leaders of the courses of priests, and so on. It was their responsibility to supervise and maintain the cult with its many offerings and sacrifices. They were pragmatists and maintained a steady if uneasy relationship with the secular state, (they were despised by them and despised them in return), favouring the status quo. Their influence was mainly restricted to Jerusalem, except cultically, for the whole of worldwide Jewry looked to the Temple as the centre of their religion and contributed their Temple Tax to the Temple authorities.

The Sadducees were a small but important sect, mainly, but not exclusively, restricted to Jerusalem and its environs. They were on the whole wealthy. They included the chief priests and their wider families. We do not know much about them for they died out with the fall of Jerusalem, and the information that we have about them has mainly come from their opponents who survived. Seemingly they did not believe in angels or in the resurrection. They accepted the teaching of the Law and, to some extent at least, the Prophets. But they rejected the traditions of the Elders. They were antagonistic towards the Pharisees, and were not favoured by the people.

The Elders of the people were the lay rulers and wealthy aristocrats connected mainly with princely families. Along with the Chief Priest and Pharisees their leading members formed a part of the Sanhedrin, which was from the Jews’ viewpoint, the governing body of Judaism in Jerusalem. As the Romans tended to leave local government to the locals, only intervening when it was considered necessary, they were very influential at this period. The Roman prefect/procurator lived away from Jerusalem in Caesarea, although coming to Jerusalem for the feasts in case of trouble.

The Herodians were members of Herod’s court (Herod ruled Galilee and Peraea, while the Roman prefect/procurator ruled Judaea and Samaria) or supporters of Herod. They may have been mainly a secular group, in as far as a Jewish group could ever be secular, favouring the status quo. Little else is known about them, but they would have political influence at Herod’s court which was why they were useful to the Pharisees in their opposition to Jesus.

All of these would gather in Jerusalem for the Passover.

End of note.

During this period in Judaea and Jerusalem Jesuswill be called on to deal with some of the main questions of the day, which will mainly be used, either as a means of seeking to entrap Him into exposing Himself as a false prophet, or in order to get Him into trouble with the Roman authorities. These included questions on divorce (Matthew 19:3-12); on prophetic authority (Matthew 21:23-27); on tribute paid to Caesar (22-15-22); on the afterlife (Matthew 22:23-33); on what is central in the Law (Matthew 22:34-40); and on how the Messiah relates to David (Matthew 22:41-45).

We should not be surprised at the opposition that Jesus faced for He was now publicly approaching the very centre of Judaism in order to make clear Who He was and why He had come. While in Galilee and its surrounds He had been a distant figure as far as the authorities of Jerusalem were concerned, apart from previous visits to Jerusalem, only affecting them when the northern supporters of the Scribes called on them for assistance (there were not many Scribes in Galilee). But once He approached Jerusalem and began to assert His claims more forcefully than before it was inevitable, either that Jerusalem would flock to Him, or that they would bitterly oppose Him. And the latter in general proved to be the case. On the whole Jerusalem did not welcome Him (His popularity was among the visitors to Jerusalem for the Passover). It was a very religious city and very much bound up with the cult. Few of them would accept Him. His views overthrew too many of their treasured views, and threatened to upset the status quo.

Intermingled with this description of opposition is a clear emphasis in Matthew on the fact that Jesus is coming to Jerusalem to claim His heavenly throne, and, through His death and resurrection, is about to set up a new world order.

This process began at His birth when He was established as and proclaimed as King of the Jews (Matthew 19:1-2), and continued on with His being introduced by His forerunner (Matthew 19:3). That was followed by a period of consolidation and establishment of His authority, until the moment of His ‘official’ recognition as the Messiah, the Son of the Living God by His followers (Matthew 16:16). His heavenly royal status was then verified by the Transfiguration (Matthew 17:5) and His payment of the Temple Tax from heavenly resources (Matthew 17:25). At the same time He prepared for the establishment of His new ‘congregation’ (of Israel) (Matthew 16:18; Matthew 18)

Now, taking up the thought found in Matthew 16:16; Matthew 17:5; Matthew 17:25 that He is the Messiah and His Father’s Son, enjoying royal authority, we will find:

1) That He sets up a totally new standard for marriage based on the principles of His Kingly Rule, which involves monogamous and unbreakable marriage, while at the same time indicating that marriage and having children will no longer necessarily be the prime function of man, an idea which was revolutionary to normative Judaism, in view of the arrival of the Kingly Rule of Heaven (Matthew 19:4-6; Matthew 19:12).

2) That He turns the world order upside down by declaring that life under the Kingly Rule of Heaven must be based on childlike trust and humility (compare Matthew 18:1-4), and not on riches and wealth, because God is at work doing the impossible (Matthew 19:13-26).

3) That He declares that in this soon coming new world order He will sit on the throne of His glory in the presence of the Ancient of Days, while His Apostles will reign on earth on His behalf, sitting on ‘the thrones of David’ in Jerusalem, and establishing His new congregation of Israel, while all who serve under His Kingly Rule will enjoy multiplied blessing (Matthew 19:28-29).

4) That all His disciples are called to work in His Father’s vineyard with the promise of equal reward and blessing (Matthew 19:30 to Matthew 20:16).

5) That after His death and resurrection (Matthew 20:17-19) His disciples are not to vie for earthly advancement or honour (Matthew 20:20-23), but are rather to be zealous of being servants and slaves like He is (Matthew 20:24-27), following His example of sacrificial zeal in that through His death He will have bought redemption for many (Matthew 20:28). Thus the ministry of the Servant (Matthew 8:17; Matthew 12:17) will be cut short by death, but this will lead on to resurrection.

6) That while He is rejected by the seeing, the blind will acknowledge Him as the Son of David (Matthew 20:29-34).

7) That He will enter in humble triumph into Jerusalem on an ass in fulfilment of Zechariah’s prophecy of the king who is coming (Matthew 21:1-11) and will reveal His authority over the Temple and His disagreement with the old order (Matthew 21:12-13).

8) That the blind and the lame (the lost sheep of the house of Israel) will then cry ‘Hosanna to the Son of David’ (Matthew 21:14-15).

9) That, as the withering of the fig tree reveals, the old order is dying, so that all good men must face now up to His authority, and be like a repentant son who says, ‘Sir, I am ready to go’ (Matthew 21:16-32).

10) That as the beloved Son, having been killed by the previous workers in the vineyard, He will be made the head of the corner with a new nation replacing the old (Matthew 21:33-43).

11) That as the King’s Son His marriage feast is coming as a result of which those who are in the highways and byways will be called to His feast, while those who refuse to wear His insignia will be cast out and destroyed (Matthew 22:1-14).

12) That men must now recognise their duty to God as well as to the state, and must begin in a new way to render to God the things that are God’s (Matthew 22:15-22).

13) That when the new age comes to its finalisation in the Resurrection, marriage and reproduction will no longer be central matters of concern, for they will have no application to their new resurrected state (Matthew 22:23-33).

14) That the basis of His coming rule is that men must love God with their whole beings and their neighbour as themselves (Matthew 22:34-40).

15) That He is not just the son of David but is also declared by Scripture to be David’s Lord (Matthew 22:41-45).

Thus having in Galilee mainly (although by no means solely) stressed His presence as the Servant Messiah, in His approach to Jerusalem He is deliberately turning their thoughts towards Himself as the Coming King, something which the disciples appear to recognise, even if incorrectly, for their thoughts are still being shaped as they are wooed from their own false ideas. They have yet to learn that the advance of the Kingly Rule of Heaven will take place in a very different way than they anticipate. See Matthew 20:20-22; Matthew 20:24-27; Mark 9:34; Luke 22:24.

So, far from this section depicting Jesus as offering Himself as the King and being refused, it reveals how He is in fact in process of turning the world upside down, and firming up the Kingly Rule of Heaven, preparatory to its massive expansion when He has been enthroned and crowned (Matthew 28:18).

Verses 3-46
Analysis Of The Section Matthew 19:3 to Matthew 22:46.
This whole Section may be analysed as follows:

a Jesus’ testing commences with a question about divorce.

b Jesus questions the Pharisees about what the Scriptures say. Scripture has demonstrated that God is the Creator and Lord over all, and that man cannot change what God has in His sovereignty declared, that a man and woman are to cleave together and become one flesh, which no man is to put asunder. Their relationship is unique. Thus His coming and His Kingly Rule introduce a new sanctity to marriage (Matthew 19:3-6).

c Jesus deals from Scripture with the question of the permanence of marriage on earth, and insists on an unbreakable oneness in the family (Matthew 19:7-9).

d Jesus indicates the great change that has now taken place with regard to marriage in the light of the presence Kingly Rule of Heaven. Marriage is no longer to be seen as the central basis of the new Kingly Rule or as all important (Matthew 19:7-12).

e Jesus receives the little children and declares that of such is the Kingly Rule of Heaven. This is what being in the Kingly Rule of Heaven is all about. It is those who are like little children who reveal the image of God. And this in direct contrast with a rich young man approaching maturity who rejects eternal life because of his riches, raising the whole question of what must be given to God. The lesson is that those who have childlike hearts will gather to Jesus under His Kingly Rule while the worldly wise will go away sorrowful (Matthew 19:13-22).

f Men are now therefore faced with a choice about how they will view riches, and should consider that shortly He will sit on the throne of His glory with His Father, at which point His Apostles will take up their royal responsibilities on earth, overseeing the new ‘congregation’ of the new Israel, when all who have followed Him on His terms, forsaking all for the sake of the Kingly Rule of Heaven, will be richly rewarded, firstly in this life and then by receiving eternal life (Matthew 19:23-29).

g He declares the parable of the householder who send out labourers into his vineyard (compare Matthew 9:37-38), whose labours would gradually build up until evening comes, and then those who have faithfully worked in His vineyard will be rewarded equally (Matthew 19:30 to Matthew 20:16).

h Jesus declares that He will face death as a result of the machinations of the Chief Priests and Scribes and this is contrasted with the perverse reaction of ‘two sons’ who are seeking glory (the sons of Zebedee), but who will learn instead of the suffering and humble service that awaits them. They have misunderstood His teaching about the thrones (Matthew 20:17-23).

i The twelve hear of the attempt of the two sons of Zebedee to obtain precedence, and react with indignation. They are all advised that if they would have precedence it will not be by seeking thrones but by seeking who can serve to the greatest extent, something of which He is the prime example as He gives Himself for the redemption of ‘many’ (Matthew 20:24-28).

j Jesus heals the blind men who call Him the Son of David (Matthew 20:29-34).

k Jesus enters Jerusalem in humility and triumph and purifies the Temple (Matthew 21:1-13).

j The blind and the lame are calling Him the Son of David and He heals them (Matthew 21:14-17).

i The twelve see what happened to the fig tree and react by marvelling. They are advised that if they have faith nothing will be impossible to them. Here is how they can truly have precedence, by the exercise of true faith. It is now up to them (Matthew 21:18-22).

h Jesus’ authority is questioned by the Chief Priests and the Elders of the people and in return He challenges them in terms of ‘two sons’ who reveal what the future holds (Matthew 21:23-32).

g The second parable of the householder and in which those who had faithlessly worked in His vineyard, slaying His servants and His Son, will be ‘rewarded’ accordingly. They too will be treated equally (Matthew 21:33-46).

f The parable of the wedding of the King’s son, when those who are His, coming from the highways and byways will share His blessing, while those who refuse to come on His terms and wear His insignia will be cast into outer darkness and will weep and gnash their teeth, for ‘many are called but few are chosen’ (Matthew 22:1-14).

e Jesus is faced with a question about whether to pay tribute to Caesar and declares that it is now time that they remembered that they were made in the image of God, and that they give to Caesar what belongs to Caesar and to God what belongs to God. They marvel, and leave Him, and go their way (Matthew 22:15-22)

d Jesus deals from Scripture with the question of the lack of marriage in Heaven and the certainty of the resurrection. In the final analysis marriage will be no more (Matthew 22:23-33).

c Jesus testing finishes with a question about what is central in the Law and He cites Scripture in order to declare that love of God, together with love of neighbour, binding all together as one, is central to all Law, and basic to His new Kingly Rule, and thus seeks to inculcate an unbreakable oneness (Matthew 22:34-41).

b Jesus questions the Pharisees about what the Scriptures say. Scripture has declared the Messiah to be David’s Lord, and He cannot therefore merely be David’s son. His relationship to God is unique. Thus man must not oppose what God has sovereignly declared about the Messiah (Matthew 22:42-45).

a Jesus testing finishes with no one daring to ask Him any more questions (Matthew 22:46).

Note that in ‘a’ Jesus begins to be tested, and in the parallel He ceases to be tested. In ‘b’ He questions the Pharisees about what the Scriptures say and declares that mankind cannot oppose what God has sovereignly declared about the oneness of man and woman in marriage, and their unique relationship, and in the parallel He questions the Pharisees about what the Scriptures say and declares that mankind cannot oppose what God has said about the Messiah, and His unique relationship with God. In ‘c’ Jesus deals with the permanence of marriage on earth and its importance in ensuring the unity of the family, and in the parallel He deals with the question of loving God and neighbour, thus ensuring the unity of His people. In ‘d’ He reveals that marriage is no longer incumbent on all and that it is permissible to refrain from it for the sake of the Kingly Rule of Heaven, and in the parallel He deals with its non-existence in Heaven and its significance as regards the resurrection. In ‘e’ the attitudes of young children and of a worldly wise young man to the Kingly Rule of Heaven and to God are described, especially in relation to wealth, and in the parallel the attitude of those who question about the tribute money, who are also worldly wise, is challenged. Both raise questions as to what to do with wealth, and status in the Kingly Rule of Heaven. In ‘f’ men are faced with a choice about riches, but should consider that one day He will sit on the throne of His glory when all who have followed Him on His terms will be rewarded and will finally receive eternal life, for ‘those who are last will then be first, and those who are first will be last’, while in the parallel we have described the parable of the wedding of the King’s son when all those who are His will share His blessing, while those who refuse to come on His terms will be cast into outer darkness and will weep and gnash their teeth, for ‘many are called but few are chosen’ In ‘g’ we have the parable of the householder and the faithful workers in his vineyard, ‘the last will be first’, and in the parallel the parable of the householder and the faithless workers in the vineyard, the first will very much be last. The latter are being replaced by the former. In ‘h’ the attitude of the Jewish leaders towards Jesus is described and two sons are used as examples in order to bring out what the future holds, and in the parallel the attitude of the Jewish leaders towards Jesus’ authority is described, and two sons are cited as examples of what the future holds. In ‘i’ we have the reaction of the twelve to the rebuking of James and John, and what they should rather do in order to gain precedence, seek to serve, and in the parallel we have their reaction to the cursing of the fig tree, a parabolic rebuke of Israel, and what they are to do in order to gain precedence, demonstrate their outstanding faith. In ‘j’ the blind men call Him the Son of David and are healed (their eyes have been opened), and in the parallel the blind and the lame have called Him the Son of David and are healed (it is His enemies who are thus blind). Centrally in ‘k’ Jesus enters in humble triumph into Jerusalem, which stresses the central feature of the section, the revealed Kingship of Jesus which is about to burst on the world (compare Matthew 28:18-20).

Verse 4
‘And he answered and said, “Have you not read, that he who made them from the beginning made them male and female,

‘Have you not read?’ Jesus then turned their attention to what the Scriptures did say, and that was that God had made man ‘male and female’. The two were to be seen as one. Genesis 1:27 says, ‘God created man in His own image, in the image of God He created him, male and female He created them.’ In other words God’s image was reflected and revealed among other ways (e.g. their spiritual nature) in the oneness of the male and female. A man was thus incomplete without his female counterpart, and once they were joined together they were reunited as one. This was the basis and purpose of the creation of mankind.

‘From the beginning.’ That is, from Genesis 1:1 and what followed. There was never a time when it was not so, however primitive man was. Marriage was always intended to be monogamous and permanently binding, and had been from the beginning.

Verse 5
“And said, ‘For this cause shall a man leave his father and mother, and shall cleave to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh?’ ”

Indeed that was the only ground on which it was right for a man to leave his father and mother. It was so that he might cleave to his wife with the result that the two became one flesh, united and indivisible. Even filial obedience and family unity, which were so important in Israel, were nevertheless subservient to the fact of the uniting of a male and a female ‘as one flesh’. And by it they became one being in God’s eyes (compare Paul’s argument in 1 Corinthians 6:16). A man’s wife was to become to him more important than anything else apart from God, for she would be a part of himself. (Of course this would not destroy filial obedience and family unity, for it would almost always be done in full agreement with both).

We should note that the verbs are strong ones. ‘Forsake (desert) his father and mother’ and ‘cleave closely to (be glued to) his wife’. It was a violent and fundamental change, and resulted in a fundamental alteration in both their lives. From that moment on they had a new focus of concentration, their oneness with one another.

Verse 6
“So that they are no more two, but one flesh. What therefore God has joined together, let not man put asunder.”

And once the two have been joined in this way they are ‘one flesh’. They thereby reflect the image of God, the image of God’s own unity. Thus what God has joined together man must not try to separate. To break such a unity would thus be to sin grievously against God. This is not ‘just another sin’. It is to offend God drastically. It is to destroy His purpose in creation. It is to tear apart what He has put together.

The idea of ‘one flesh’ comes from the fact that woman was seen as originally taken out of man. She was ‘bone of my bone, and flesh of my flesh’ (Genesis 2:23). Thus by sexual union they were seen as again becoming ‘one flesh’. They formed ‘one man’ made up of two necessary parts. To separate them once they were thus united was therefore to be seen as the same thing as decapitating a man and destroying God’s handywork.

We should note from this Jesus’ emphasis on the inviolability of the marriage bond. For Jesus it was not something that was under the man’s control, and that could be kept or broken to order. The union was sacred, and any breach of it a travesty. It was sealed in the sight of God, and there was no breaking it without it involving a deep sin against God. The man and woman who have had sexual relations before God are thereby bound together by Him with a heavenly tie that cannot be broken. That is why the act of adultery is such a great sin. It breaks God’s handywork and attacks His very purpose in creation. Like the Israelites did, we look around for some way in which we can break it ‘lawfully’. But there is no way. It can only be done by an act of deep sin.

People talk as though if Jesus was alive today He would somehow be soft on sexual sin. They argue that if He had lived now He would have seen the error of His ways and would have agreed with them (is it not strange how people always think that He would take their side of the argument?). They argue that He was simply a child of His times. But here we learn differently. In a society where Hillel was seen as proclaiming the norm in allowing easy divorce, and where Shammai was seen as the tough one who tended to be a little hard, Jesus was in fact very much tougher than either of them. He was far from being a child of His times. Rather He leaned on the authority of Scripture. For while Shammai was certainly more strict than Hillel, he nevertheless accepted the divorces of those who were divorced under Hillel’s precepts and allowed them to remarry without it being seen as wrong. Jesus, however, declares that such a marriage is adultery and therefore forbidden. Jesus sees no place for broken marriages, or for the remarriage of the one who has broken the original marriage, within the purposes of God.

Jesus was thus introducing a ‘new’ concept of marriage which was to be observed under the Kingly Rule of Heaven. By it He was indicating that a new state of affairs was beginning. This was a sign that the Kingly Rule of Heaven had now commenced, making demands upon people the like of which had not been known before.

The quotation reveals traces of the Septuagint. This confirms that at least some of what Matthew was saying was taken from Mark, for when Matthew ‘goes LXX’ it is usually due to the influence of Mark.

Brief Note on Divorce in the Old Testament.
There is nowhere in the Law of Moses any specific dealing with the with the question of an ‘allowable’ divorce in a marriage between two of God’s people, that is, of two people within God’s favour. The Pharisees had sought one and had made use of Deuteronomy 24:1-4 for that purpose. But that was because they had failed to see what Jesus had now brought to their attention, and that was that in God’s eyes anything that caused a separation between a man and woman who had been united in God’s eyes was not permissible under any circumstances. They were made one by the sexual act and must remain one until death broke the bond. That was why adultery had to result in death. It was to break that oneness. And the only remedy for that was death so as to maintain the principle. Having destroyed what God had put together they too must be destroyed.

Deuteronomy 24:1-4 was therefore describing a position which was unallowable in God’s eyes and yet which had to be legislated for because it happened. In it God was not giving approval for divorce, but was seeking to legislate for two things. Firstly the protection of a woman who, as a result of the custom which was against His purpose, had been thrown out by her husband, and secondly the prevention of something that was abhorrent to Him. In the first case she was to be given a bill of divorce so as to protect her from false accusations which might be made in the future. In the second she must never remarry her first husband once she has been married to another, even if her second husband has died. That would be to treat lightly the unbreakable oneness of the initial marriage. It would be to make a mockery of marriage as though it was something to be entered into haphazardly. It would slight God, Who would not unite again what man had put asunder against His will.

What can be said about this case in Deuteronomy is that the only grounds on which divorce was even explicitly allowed to stand (without all guilty parties being put to death) was in the case of a situation where the woman had been divorced because of ‘the nakedness of a matter’. It was this that Moses had allowed because of the hardness of men’s hearts. But it was not giving explicit permission for it, it was legislating for what should be done once it had happened ‘by custom’. And it was the definition of that phrase ‘the nakedness of the matter’ that caused the disagreement between Shammai and Hillel. However, in the Law of Moses ‘nakedness’ is usually associated with sexual sin, which was Shammai’s contention, and was probably how Jesus saw it in view of His ‘except in the case of porneia (sexual sin)’.

The point about sexual sin was that it, as it were, cancelled out the marriage bond because it had interfered with the oneness sexually between a man and a woman. What was meant by sexual sin is open to question, but it would seem that it was something that was seen as grossly indecent. While adultery was supposed to result in the death sentence for both parties there were probably many cases where that course was not pursued, especially when they had not been caught in the act, and in the cases of suspected adultery the woman may have chosen divorce rather than trial before the sanctuary, and been allowed it by her husband (compare how Joseph was willing to put away Mary privately for her then supposed sexual misconduct). This may thus be what was mainly in mind here. Or it may have included other sexual behaviour which was seen as exceptionally disgraceful and as destroying the oneness between the man and the woman.

God’s true view of a divorced person was made clear in that a priest was not to marry a divorced person, for a divorced woman was seen as ‘defiled’ and ‘unholy’. They were displeasing to God and outside His sphere of holiness (Leviticus 21:7; Leviticus 21:24; etc.). However, the fact that divorced women were allowed to live and remain within the camp demonstrates that they could be tolerated at a distance from the Sanctuary, something which could be seen as a concession on God’s part. It did not, however, give them His permission to divorce.

There were, however, certain circumstances in which ‘divorce’ was permitted, and these were to do with cases of marriages between someone under God’s covenant and someone outside that covenant (see Deuteronomy 21:10-14; Ezra 10; Exodus 21:7-11, see our commentary). That was why Paul later had to ‘legislate’ to allow for such marriages to continue in the case of a Christian (1 Corinthians 7:12-15). But concerning marriages between two persons within God’s covenant God declared ‘I hate divorce’ and forbade it (Malachi 2:15-17).

End of note.

Verse 7
‘They say to him, “Why then did Moses command to give a bill of divorce, and to put her away?” ’

The Pharisees then triumphantly challenged Jesus on the basis of Deuteronomy 24:1-4. They could not deny what He had said about the creation ordinances in Genesis, but if He was right why had Moses ‘commanded’ that in the case of divorce a bill of divorce should be given and she be put away? They had Moses’ authority on their side.

Verses 7-9
The Pharisees Try To Argue Him Down About Divorce (19:7-9).
The Pharisees were clearly taken aback by Jesus’ words. They had expected Him to come down either on Shammai’s side or on Hillel’s. They had not expected Him to bring out that divorce was forbidden from the very beginning of creation. They felt that He must have overlooked Moses’ words on the matter. What of Deuteronomy 24:1-4? Notice in Jesus’ reply the difference between the Pharisees use of ‘command’ and Jesus use of ‘allowed’. His specific point is that Moses had not given permission for divorce, he had simply allowed it to happen without his approval. Far from being commanded by him it was allowed under sufferance, and only then because he had to cater for the hardness of men’s hearts.

Analysis.
a They say to him, “Why then did Moses command to give a bill of divorce, and to put her away?” (Matthew 19:7).

b He says to them, “Moses for your hardness of heart allowed you to put away your wives” (Matthew 19:8 a).

c “But from the beginning it has not been so” (Matthew 19:8 b).

b “And I say to you, Whoever shall put away his wife, except for fornication, and shall marry another, commits adultery” (Matthew 19:9 a).

a “And he who marries her when she is put away commits adultery” (Matthew 19:9 b).

Not that in ‘a’ the question is concerning Moses’ command that a divorced woman can be ‘put away’, and in the parallel Jesus points out that someone who marries a wife who has been ‘put away’ commits adultery. In ‘b’ the putting away was allowed due to the hardness of men’s hearts and in the parallel if the man remarried he then committed adultery. Centrally in ‘c’ is that from the beginning divorce was not allowed.

Verse 8
‘He says to them, “Moses for your hardness of heart suffered you to put away your wives, but from the beginning it has not been so.”

Jesus’ reply was that Moses had not ‘commanded’ the putting away of wives, but had simply ‘allowed’ it. And that had only been because of the hardness of men’s hearts. Men’s hearts had been so hardened against the will of God that they had established customs to allow divorce under certain circumstances. Moses had then simply sought to control the customs which they practised so as to prevent worse sin arising. But ‘from the beginning’ it had not been so. Custom could not replace God’s stated will and purpose, and that was that marriage was inviolate. Man’s customs were in fact against the will of God. Nor did the Law permit them. It simply legislated for what happened after men had disobediently followed their customs.

Verse 9
‘And I say to you, Whoever shall put away his wife, except for fornication, and shall marry another, commits adultery, and he who marries her when she is put away commits adultery.” ’

Thus in God’s eyes if a man puts away his wife and marries another he commits adultery. And anyone who marries the wife who is divorced also commits adultery. Both are sinning grievously against God. Note the, ‘I say to you’ (compare its repetition in chapter 5). This dictum has the authority of Jesus behind it.

There is, however, one exception to the rule, and that is where porneia has been committed. This word is wider than just fornication and adultery and is used to cover different kinds of sexual misbehaviour (see 1 Corinthians 5:1; 1 Corinthians 5:13-13; Ephesians 5:3; Colossians 3:5). Thus if there has been fornication of one of the parties to a marriage with an outside party before the marriage was finalised that would justify divorce, for strictly from God’s viewpoint that person would be seen as married to that other. It would include adultery, for such adultery would break the marriage bond, thus releasing from it the ‘innocent’ party in the same way as the death of the guilty party would (which was strictly required according to the Law). It could include bestiality (lying with an animal) for that too would break the marriage bond. It would probably include acts of lesbianism or homosexuality.

We should note that this ‘exception’ actually strengthens the significance of marriage. The exception arises because one of the parties has sinfully broken the marriage by an act which has made them in God’s eyes liable to die. Thus the idea is that the ‘innocent’ party can treat them as being ‘dead’ in God’s eyes. They are ‘cut off’. They are no longer within God’s covenant. Divorce from them therefore maintains the sanctity of marriage.

This exception was especially important for Matthew because a Jew (and therefore often a Christian Jew) saw adultery not only as a grounds for divorce but as actually requiring divorce. Adultery was seen as an unredeemable blot on the marriage. For Mark and Luke in writing to Gentiles it did not have quite the same importance and they therefore do not refer to it. They wanted rather to stress the permanence of marriage. But all would have agreed that adultery destroys a marriage for it is the equivalent of an act of remarriage (1 Corinthians 6:16).

But in all our discussion about divorce we must not here lose sight of the fact that Jesus is laying down a new ‘interpretation of the Law’ under the Kingly Rule of Heaven (compare on Matthew 5:27-32). He is beginning to introduce His new world. And this radical change with regard to marriage is a first step in the process.

Verse 10
‘The disciples say to him, “If the case of the man is so with his wife, it is not expedient to marry.” ’

This comment was probably made by the disciples after the Pharisees had left the scene, the latter no doubt justifying their own position loudly as they went. It may well actually have been based on what the Pharisees were arguing, although out of earshot of Jesus, for they would not want to give Him another opportunity of showing them up. Indeed the Pharisees may well have considered this a clinching argument against what Jesus had said, that if people took Jesus seriously marriage would cease. Thus Jesus must be wrong, for marriage was God’s ordinance and there was no alternative.

They were, of course, not able to cite any alternative, for, to a respectable Jew, apart from celibacy, there was none. ‘Living together’ without marriage would not have been acceptable. And as most of them saw marriage and childbearing as a duty from God (some Essenes were an exception, but that was precisely because they saw the times as so threatening) that meant that in their eyes marriage must be encouraged, while they saw what Jesus was teaching as discouraging marriage. The disciples also clearly saw the logic in this and wanted to know what Jesus’ answer to this problem was.

The importance that male Jews placed on their right to divorce their wives, even if they did not often do so, comes out in this reaction of the disciples. It appeared to the disciples also that this statement of Jesus would make it inexpedient to marry, something that went against all that they had been brought up to believe. For the idea of marriage being a binding and lifelong commitment clearly appalled them. This was, of course, a reaction based on the ideas that they were used to (and demonstrates how male Jews looked on marriage as something under their control. They did in fact consider that the woman’s commitment should be lifelong unless ended by the man). So the idea that divorce was not acceptable to God put a whole new perspective on marriage, and gave it far greater substance and permanence. And yet for that very reason it appeared to be going too far (they did not consider the fact that for the woman it had always been so). Surely then what Jesus had said would make marriage unattractive to men and something best avoided. It was only a theoretical argument, for it was unlikely that many would abstain from it, but it sounded logical.

Verses 10-12
Jesus Offers The Opportunity Of Remaining Unmarried Like Himself For the Sake of the Kingly Rule of Heaven (19:10-12).
At this point there is a change of scenery. The Pharisees have probably departed and the disciples are now probably walking along with Jesus and following up on what He has said. It has shaken them as well as the Pharisees. They suggest that as far as they can see, if a man can never divorce his wife in spite of any problems that arise, perhaps it would be better for him not to marry in the first place. This hardly intended this to be taken as a serious suggestion. It was rather a counter-argument against what Jesus had said about the inviolability of marriage (a counter-argument possibly suggested by the Pharisees). Their point was that to make marriage such a hardship was to discourage the Jews, who looked on marriage and the production of a family as a duty as well as a privilege, in accordance with God’s command to ‘be fruitful and multiply’ (Genesis 1:28), from actually marrying. Thus it appeared to them that Jesus’ teaching would result in the opposite of what was intended, the not to be thought of alternative of no one marrying at all.

We can compare with this startled question a similar startled question in Matthew 19:25. They are slowly beginning to be made aware of what the presence among them of the Kingly Rule of Heaven involves.

Jesus takes up this suggestion and replies that the alternative is in fact not quite so out of the question as they might think. History in fact demonstrated that God had decreed that many men were unable to marry. There were, for example, those whom the later Rabbis described as ‘eunuchs of Heaven’. Due to genetic problems at birth, or a later accident, their sexual organs did not function properly. Thus they were unlikely to marry. It was clear from this therefore that God, Who had allowed this situation to occur, did not require all men to marry. Furthermore there were men who had been rendered impotent at the hands of other men, eunuchs (castrated servants) who served in royal palaces and rich men’s houses. These were what the later Rabbis described as the ‘eunuchs of men’. This treatment had been carried out on them so that they would be more dedicated and less belligerent as servants, sometimes even having the privilege of watching over a monarch’s wives in the harem, and this too regularly meant that they did not marry.

Furthermore now, with His coming, there was a third alternative to be considered. Those who became virtual eunuchs ‘for the sake of the Kingly Rule of Heaven’. One partial example of this could be found in Jeremiah 16:2 where God had said to Jeremiah, ‘You shall not take a wife, nor shall you have sons and daughters in this place.’ Jeremiah had been forbidden to do what every Jewish man should do as a testimony to the dreadful things that would soon be coming on other people’s wives, sons and daughters. So this was one case where marriage was forbidden in order to get over the message of God’s sovereignty and purpose in judgment.

But now an even more important situation had occurred in the arrival of the Coming One and the establishing of the Kingly Rule of Heaven. Thus in this new emergency situation there was a call for those who were able to do so without sinning, to abstain from marriage for the sake of the Kingly Rule of Heaven so that they might be servants unfettered by the ties of wife and family, who were thus the better ready to face what the future held (compare 1 Corinthians 7:29-32). This was the only other grounds which could justify remaining single, as both Jesus and John the Baptist had. But such a change in men’s perspectives indicated the new situation which had now arisen. The Kingly Rule of Heaven was here. And God was, as it were, looking for ‘eunuchs’ to serve in the King’s house and do His bidding.

The case of Jeremiah may suggest that Jesus was indicating that by deliberately remaining single in order to advance the Kingly Rule of Heaven they too, like Jeremiah, were giving a warning to the nation of the times of judgment that were coming, when Jerusalem itself would be destroyed. But certainly we may see in it an indication of the urgency of the times in the light of the fact that the new world was beginning.

Analysis.
a The disciples say to him, “If the case of the man is so with his wife, it is not expedient to marry”, but he said to them, “Not all men can receive this saying, but they to whom it is given” (Matthew 19:10-11).

b “For there are eunuchs, who were so born from their mother’s womb, and there are eunuchs, who were made eunuchs by men, and there are eunuchs, who made themselves eunuchs for the kingly rule of heaven’s sake (Matthew 19:12 a).

a He who is able to receive it, let him receive it” (Matthew 19:12 b).

Verse 11
‘But he said to them, “Not all men can receive this saying, but they to whom it is given.” ’

Jesus replied, “Not all men can receive this saying, but they to whom it is given.” There has been much dispute as to whether ‘this saying’ refers to the disciples’ saying in Matthew 19:10, “if the case of the man is so with his wife, it is not expedient to marry,” or whether it refers to Jesus’ earlier sayings about the permanence of marriage on the basis of the creation ordinance.

It would not, however be in accordance with Jesus normal method to compromise on straight teaching and He never elsewhere suggests that the clear teaching of Scripture need not be followed. Indeed He stresses that it must be followed, and in Matthew 5:18 He speaks with disapproval of those who compromise on the teaching of the Law. Had He said not all ‘will receive it’ that might have been possible in line with Matthew 5:18. But He would not have agreed that they were ‘unable to receive it’. So there can really be no doubt that He would have seen all who heard Him as able to receive His teaching, especially as it was taken directly from Scripture. Furthermore on the basis of His reason for teaching in parables He would not have taught it openly if He had thought that they were unable to receive it.

On the other hand, as Matthew’s intention in citing these words is in order to lead in to what follows that would seem to solve the problem, for the application of these words must surely be determined on the basis of the ensuing argument, simply because it was these words that led into that argument. Thus on that basis ‘this saying’ must be referring to the expediency or otherwise of not marrying. The idea is that Jesus will now point out that rather than what the disciples have said being a clinching argument against what He has stated, (His silence as to the matter indicating that it was nothing of the kind as subsequent generations of disciples would demonstrate), it does rather certainly hold within it a certain degree of truth, and that is that marriage is not always expedient, and that it is no longer to be seen as the be all and end all of life (indeed one day it will disappear - Matthew 22:30). This is the new truth that has been ‘given to them’ (compare Matthew 13:11), as demonstrated by what they have said. For the idea that a man did not need to marry, and that not doing so might be expedient for him, was almost as revolutionary an idea as the previous one.

For to most Jews marriage was seen as a God-given duty as well as a privilege. Thus Jesus was taking the one case introduced by the Pharisees, the permanence or otherwise of marriage, and possibly their argument against it, which they considered clinching because marriage was the duty of all men, and demonstrating that it did indeed justify some men in not marrying, and that the disciples had therefore rightly gathered from it a truth given to them by God. He is saying that they are right in suggesting that sometimes, contrary to popular thought, it is not expedient to marry, and that that is therefore a truth that has been ‘given’ to them (it is as important as that!). And He then give three examples where it would not be expedient, one brought about by nature (or by ‘Heaven’), one brought about by men, and one brought about by the requirements of the Kingly Rule of Heaven.

Note Jesus’ stress on the fact that all men cannot receive this saying, but only those to whom it is ‘given’, that is, those under the Kingly Rule of Heaven. The Pharisees and the Jews in general thought that such a statement was self-evidently wrong. Thus the fact that His disciples now see it as a possibility indicates that God has ‘given’ them understanding as to its truth. He is pointing out to His disciples that while for many celibacy is not an option (Paul put it this way, ‘it is better to marry than to burn with unrelieved desires’ - 1 Corinthians 7:9), for others it is actually a requirement for the sake of the Kingly Rule of Heaven. It had been true for John the Baptist. It was true for Him. In the future it would be true for many. A man who marries does not fall short of the glory of God (1 Corinthians 7:28; 1 Corinthians 7:36 with Romans 3:23), but neither does a man who does not marry (this was the new idea). It is simply that the former will have extra cares loaded on him which may hinder his service for God. On the other hand men must remember that not to marry might result in thoughts and behaviour that rendered their service to God void. Many who have embraced celibacy have sinned grievously against God and men, and have brought disgrace on the name of Christ. And even worse sometimes there are those who cover up their sins and allow them to continue for the sake of appearances, which makes them guilty of all their sins and more. Thus while each must choose to marry or not to marry according to what God reveals to him as his duty, and either is an open option, everything needs to be taken into consideration. Better the ‘burdens’ brought about through marriage, than sinful failure caused by not being married. Each must therefore decide before God what he can cope with.

Verse 12
“For there are eunuchs, who were so born from their mother’s womb, and there are eunuchs, who were made eunuchs by men, and there are eunuchs, who made themselves eunuchs for the kingly rule of heaven’s sake. He who is able to receive it, let him receive it.”.

This view of Matthew 19:11 is confirmed now by what He says in Matthew 19:12. For here Jesus is demonstrating that the practise of non-marriage has in fact been true for some throughout the ages, and is now even more true in the light of the coming of the Kingly Rule of Heaven. He is pointing out that there have always been some who could not marry, (even if they wanted to), and that that situation has now widened, and has become desirable for some, by the coming of the Kingly Rule of Heaven.

The basic idea of a eunuch was that he was someone who totally abstained from sexual activity. In the official sense only the middle type was a eunuch, for a eunuch was someone who had been castrated so that his whole attention would be concentrated on serving his master, often, although not necessarily, involving him in having responsibilities in the harems of great kings (as a eunuch he would not be a sexual threat to the women). Eunuchs were often looked on as men of unique devotion to their masters and as such deserving of high office, even though they could also be looked on with ridicule.

However, a considerable number of men were also ‘natural eunuchs’ (or to utilise a Rabbinic phrase ‘eunuchs of Heaven’). This arose either because of genetic defects at birth, or because of some accident or act of violence that rendered them so (consider the seriousness attached to the possibility of a woman interfering with a man’s genitals during a fight, the only crime in Israel which warranted the amputation of the hand - Deuteronomy 25:11-12). The description may have also been intended to include slaves forbidden by their masters to marry. For all such people marriage was usually not an option. Heaven had thus decreed otherwise. To all intents and purposes they were eunuchs, and no doubt sometimes insultingly called such. For no woman could be expected to marry a man who could not produce children. It is an open question as to whether such people were originally intended to be excluded from the assembly of the Lord by Deuteronomy 23:1, or whether that simply referred to the deliberate castration practised in Canaanite religion. But they could certainly not be priests active in the sanctuary (Leviticus 21:20-21). On the other hand, if born to priestly families, they could eat ‘the bread of their God (Matthew 19:22). What they could not do included approaching the altar and going within the inner sanctuary behind the first veil (Matthew 19:23). The corollary of this, in view of their views on marriage, would be that no man should minister to God who was not married and did not pass on the seed of life. This treatment of maimed priests suggests, however, that such people were not wholly excluded from the assembly of the Lord, and that it was only those whose defect arose from idolatrous religion that were originally to be so excluded.

So Jesus’ argument is that there have always been at least two types of men for whom it was inexpedient to marry, natural ‘eunuchs’ and man-made eunuchs (It was known for some of the latter to ‘marry’. Strictly, however, it would not in Jewish eyes be a true marriage for it could not be consummated. Consider possibly Genesis 39 where Potiphar was ‘a eunuch of Pharaoh’ but married. Although the question then is whether the word translated ‘eunuch’ had come to mean ‘high official’). The Rabbis later in fact clearly distinguished between the two, they spoke of ‘eunuchs of Heaven’ and ‘eunuchs of man’, and the idea was therefore almost certainly prevalent in Jesus’ day. This clearly demonstrated that God had made allowances for some who could not marry due to natural reasons (due to Heaven) or violence done to the person (due to man). It had not therefore, even in ancient days, always been the duty of a man to marry under all circumstances, for God had made the world otherwise.

That being so He then adds a third type who need not marry, a type resulting from the fact that the Kingly Rule of Heaven has come, and that is of those who deliberately refrain from marriage and from sexual activity ‘for the sake of the Kingly Rule of Heaven’. That indeed is in mind as a possibility in Matthew 19:29, and we should always allow the context to speak for itself. But such abstinence could only at that stage have had the purpose of enabling that person to serve the Kingly Rule of Heaven with full devotion, in the way that eunuchs did in the case of their masters, and in the way that both John the Baptist and Jesus Himself had (although both died while comparatively young, certainly young enough still to marry, which had possibly, although not necessarily, saved them both from the charge of failing in their duty to God, and this was especially so with Jesus as He had had younger brothers to bring up and provide for). For in fact all priests, including the High Priest, along with all Jewish males, considered it their duty to marry and bear children, demonstrating that none saw marriage as hindering a man from being holy. Thus this exception that Jesus proposed would appear to Jews to be an unusual exception. We can compare with this Paul’s words in 1 Corinthians 7:8; 1 Corinthians 7:27; 1 Corinthians 7:32. His point was that from now on devotion to God and the production of spiritual children could replace the normal duty to marry and bear children.

There is no question of this indicating a higher form of service or something to be reserved for a certain class of ministry. Peter was married, as were others of the Apostles. It is rather a matter of their being able to serve the Kingly Rule of Heaven in the best possible way. For some that would be by bearing children and bringing them up to serve Him (it is largely this ministry that has often perpetuated the church at times when love for Him has grown lukewarm), for others it would involve being free from cares and responsibilities so that they could minister better in an itinerant ministry or in difficult situations (1 Corinthians 7:29). Each should determine what was God’s purpose for him or her, and serve Him accordingly.

This is further evidence that Jesus saw the Kingly Rule of Heaven as now a present reality. It was precisely because that was so that He could introduce the idea of ‘eunuchs’. For all knew that that the term ‘eunuch’ regularly signified someone with particular loyalty to a monarch. Here then it signified someone with a particular loyalty to the cause of the Kingly Rule of Heaven and its King (an idea prominent in this section). It was one of Jesus’ vivid illustrations. He did not intend that they would physically become eunuchs, only that they would behave like eunuchs.

‘He who is able to receive it, let him receive it.” Jesus recognises that not all men will be able to recognise this truth, for it went against all that most of the Scribes and Pharisees taught and practised concerning marriage. Nevertheless, Jesus says, it is a truth open to those who will receive it, to those to whom it has been ‘given’, and that includes His disciples. Let them therefore now receive it. These words emphasise what a revolutionary idea this was seen to be, and that it should therefore have awoken His disciples to recognise the new situation that was coming. So the whole passage stresses that the Kingly Rule of Heaven is now entering a stage of extreme urgency. The world is about to be turned upside down with the result that marriage is no longer to be seen as a man’s first priority. It was very much a practical wake up call. The new age was here.

Verse 13
‘Then were there brought to him little children, that he should lay his hands on them, and pray, and the disciples rebuked them.’

The practise of mothers taking their children from one to twelve years old to the Scribes for God’s blessing at certain feasts such as the Day of Atonement was well known in Israel. There the Scribes would lay their hands on them and pray for them. Thus these women are treating Jesus as a Prophet and on a par with the Scribes.

The words used for ‘little children’ can in fact signify children of various ages up to twelve. We should not therefore see these as babes in arms. It was not babes in arms that the Scribes blessed. These were thus simply children of various ages.

But the practical disciples, knowing that Jesus is tired, and not counting the blessing of little children as very important, rebuke them (their mothers) for seeking to break in on their Master for such a petty reason. Perhaps they were aware that He was on the point of departing (Matthew 19:15) or perhaps they had their minds set on larger matters, the things that awaited them in Jerusalem about which Jesus was speaking so mysteriously. Or perhaps they were repudiating the idea that ‘blessing’ could just be passed on by the laying on of hands. Whichever way it was they saw the children as an intrusion. For to them more important matters were at hand. Indeed matters so important that all their ideas about marriage had just been turned upside down. And yet all these women could think of was having their children blessed and prayed for! It was just not acceptable. So they sought to turn them away.

Verses 13-15
The Basis Of The New Kingly Rule Is To Be Humility - Jesus Calls Young Children To Him To Be Blessed, For They Are An Example Of Those To Whom The Kingly Rule of Heaven Belongs (19:13-15).
A change of view about marriage has indicated that the Kingly Rule of Heaven was now present among them, and Jesus now further emphasises this latter fact by welcoming young children to Him to be blessed. This balances out the message of the last passage. There some were called on to abstain from marriage for the sake of the Kingly Rule of Heaven, because important matters are now in hand, but now He reminds them that they must never forget that it is the products of such marriages who form an important part of that Kingly Rule of Heaven that they are to serve. Let those who abstain from marriage not get above themselves, and see themselves as the important ones. For, as He has previously done, He now again points out that the Kingly Rule of Heaven is for those, and only those, who will come to it with the humility and openness of children (compare Matthew 18:1-4), and that applies to them as well.

However, as well as balancing off the previous passage, this incident is also preparatory to the one that follows. For in that incident a ‘not so small’ and rather worldly-wise child will be found to be so taken up with his riches that he has no time for the Kingly Rule of Heaven. In his case he is not prepared to come to Jesus as a little child and thus receive the blessing he seeks, and so he goes away without it. Because his attitude is not that of a little child he is not open to receive Jesus’ blessing.

Analysis.
a Then were there brought to Him little children, that He should lay His hands on them, and pray (Matthew 19:13 a).

b And the disciples rebuked them (Matthew 19:13 b).

b But Jesus said, “Allow the little children, and forbid them not to come to Me, for of such is the Kingly Rule of Heaven” (Matthew 19:14).

a And he laid his hands on them, and departed from there (Matthew 19:15).

Note that in ‘a’ young children are brought so that He may lay His hands on them, and in the parallel he does so. In ‘b’ the disciples rebuke them, but in the parallel Jesus welcomes them.

Verse 14
‘But Jesus said, “Allow the little children, and forbid them not to come to me, for of such is the kingly rule of heaven.” ’

Jesus’ however, immediately disabuses them and tells them to allow the children to come to Him, and not to forbid them. The indication is that they are to be always ready to receive those who come humbly and with an open mind. Indeed He points out, it is to those who come to Him with the humility and openness of little children that the Kingly Rule of Heaven belongs. ‘Of such is the Kingly Rule of Heaven’. That is what the Kingly Rule of Heaven is all about. For all who would enter the Kingly Rule of Heaven must come in humble submission like a little child.

There was in this a gentle rebuke to the disciples themselves. Even yet they had not learned to have the humility and openness of a little child. If they had they would have welcomed these children as He did, and would not have sought to turn them away. Their problem was that they were still involved in great plans, indeed too involved in them to consider what was really important. Thus they were not in themselves fulfilling the potential of the Kingly Rule of Heaven. Had they had eyes to see it at the time they would have recognised that they were not thinking correctly about what was coming. Their eyes were on the coming struggle that they considered to be ahead, but Jesus’ eyes were on all who in humility and openheartedness were open to receiving and following Him and His ways. These children whom He welcomed were already a sign of the blossoming of the Kingly Rule of Heaven (as depicted in chapter 13).

Verse 15
‘And he laid his hands on them, and departed from there.’

Having given His disciples this further lesson Jesus then laid His hands on the children, and no doubt prayed for them (as they had asked), before ‘departing’ and going on His way towards Jerusalem. The children are thus made an important part of His journey to Jerusalem. How different His reception will be there, from those who should have known better, as compared with His reception here. The lost sheep of the house of Israel are flocking to Him. The false shepherds are waiting to destroy Him.

The purpose of the laying on of hands was always for identification and to indicate mutual participation. We can compare Genesis 48:14; Numbers 27:18; and the regular practise of laying hands on offerings and sacrifices. When the Scribes performed this act on the Day of Atonement their purpose was that God might bless each child whom they had identified before Him. Here therefore Jesus was identifying Himself with these children before His Father and seeking God’s blessing on them as those identified by Him.

Verse 16
‘And behold, one came to him and said, “Teacher, what good thing shall I do, that I may have eternal life?” ’

In Mark 10:17 this is rendered, ‘Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?’ But that is simply a difference in emphasis in translation from the Aramaic. The young man had the idea of true goodness, the goodness which is God’s, in his mind. And he wanted this prophet, Whom he saw as having something of that goodness, to explain it to him. (He may well have said, ‘Good teacher, what good thing must I do --’, but trying to decide what Jesus said in the Aramaic is always a little dangerous, for we quite frankly never know. We should note that the dropping of ‘good’ before Teacher would be in accordance with Matthew’s abbreviating tendency. It may well therefore have originally been there. But once he dropped it he clearly had to slightly rephrase what followed in terms of what Jesus had said).

One reason for the different way in which Matthew presents it may well have been his awareness of the Jewish reluctance to apply the word ‘good’ to men when speaking in terms of God (compare how he mainly speaks of the Kingly Rule of ‘Heaven’ rather than God, even where the other Gospels use ‘God’). But in view of Matthew 28:19 he is clearly not avoiding the term for his own theological reasons. For that verse demonstrates that he is quite clear about his own view of the full divinity of Jesus. Nor is he toning down Mark for the next verse makes quite clear that the word ‘good’ is still to be seen as connecting Jesus with God. Thus, assuming that he has Mark’s words before him, and probably the original Aramaic that Jesus spoke, which some would certainly have remembered even if he did not himself, he must have had some other motive. And that can surely only have been in order to emphasise that what the young man is really concentrating on is the question as to how he himself can become ‘good’. Matthew is not arguing about wording, he is conveying an idea.

The young man is clearly well aware that only the good can have eternal life (compare Daniel 12:2-3, especially LXX). But he is also aware that he himself is not good. He knows that somehow there is something that keeps him from being able to be described as ‘good’. What supremely good thing then can he do so as cap off all his efforts and so ensure that he will have eternal life? In the way he phrases it Matthew has the ending in mind. He knows what ‘good thing’ the young man must do, trust himself wholly to Jesus. And he knows that he will refuse to do it.

For the idea of eternal life in Matthew compare Matthew 7:14, Matthew 18:8-9; Matthew 19:17 b, 29; Matthew 25:46.

Verses 16-22
The Rich Young Man Who Did Not Have The Humility And Openness Of A Little Child Because He Was Too Caught Up In His Riches And Thus Could Not Enter Under His Kingly Rule (19:16-22).
In total contrast to these receptive children who have nothing to offer but themselves was a rich young man whose heart was seeking truth, and who coveted the gift of eternal life. And it is this young man who now approaches Jesus. But sadly in his case there are other things that take up his heart. He does not come in humility and total openness. He is hindered by other things that possess his heart. And so when the final choice is laid before him, instead of coming openly and gladly to Jesus as the little children had done previously, he goes away sorrowfully, unable to relinquish the things that gripped his soul. He was thus unable to come with the simplicity of a little child. He had discovered that he could not serve God and Mammon (compare Matthew 6:24).

Analysis.
a Behold, one came to Him (Matthew 19:16 a).

b And said, “Teacher, what good thing shall I do, that I may have eternal life?” (Matthew 19:16 b).

c And He said to him, “Why do you ask Me concerning what is good? One there is who is good” (Matthew 19:17 a).

d “But if you would enter into life, keep the commandments” (Matthew 19:17 b).

e He says too Him, “Which?” And Jesus said, “You shall not kill, You shall not commit adultery, You shall not steal, You shall not bear false witness. Honour your father and mother, and, You shall love your neighbour as yourself” (Matthew 19:18-19).

d The young man says to Him, “All these things have I observed. What do I still lack?” (Matthew 19:20).

c Jesus said to him, “If you would be perfect, go, sell what you have, and give to the poor” (Matthew 19:21 a).

b “And you will have treasure in heaven, and come, follow Me” (Matthew 19:21 b).

a But when the young man heard the saying, he went away sorrowful, for he was one who had great possessions (Matthew 19:22).

Note that in ‘a’ he comes eagerly seeking eternal life, and in the parallel he sorrowfully relinquishes eternal life because of his great possessions. In ‘b’ he is eager for eternal life, and in the parallel he is offered treasure in Heaven, which assumes eternal life. In ‘c’ he speaks of true goodness and in the parallel Jesus calls him to true goodness. In ‘d’ he is told that if he would enter into life he must keep the commandments, and in the parallel he claims to have done so but says that he knows that he is still lacking something. Centrally in ‘e’ Jesus summarises the sermon on the mount in terms of the commandments and Leviticus 19:18.

Verse 17
“But if you would enter into life, keep the commandments.”

Jesus then points out to him in what true goodness consists. It is found by wholly keeping, from the heart, all the commandments of God without exception (contrast James 2:10). Let a man but do that and he will enter into life (eternal), for it will indicate a full relationship with God. It will be to be God-like. The idea may specifically have in mind Amos 5:4; Amos 5:6; Amos 5:14 where life is to be found both by seeking God and by seeking His goodness. The two are thus seen as equated. The idea is that no man can seek true goodness without seeking God, and vice versa. And it is through truly seeking God that men find goodness. We can compare with this Jesus’ indication that those whom God blesses will seek righteousness (Matthew 5:6), and as a result will be ‘filled’ with righteousness as He Who is the Righteousness of God, and His salvation, come in delivering power. Jesus is not, of course, telling him that he can earn eternal life by doing good works. He is saying that anyone who would enter into life must be truly good, a goodness which they cannot achieve in themselves, a goodness which they must find through Him. Paul says the same, ‘Do you not know that the unrighteous will not enter the Kingly Rule of God?’ (1 Corinthians 6:9). And then Paul lists the kind of people who cannot hope to do so, and goes on to explain that it is only be being washed, sanctified and justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of God that it becomes possible (1 Corinthians 6:11). Jesus has in mind that if the young man would enter into life he must be willing to come with the humility and openness of a little child and receive from God through Him what pertains to goodness.

But He is very much aware that the young man’s mind must be disabused of all its wrong ideas. This young man before Him wants, as it were, to climb into Heaven on the stairs of some wonderful ‘goodness’. He wants to enter it proudly as the trumpets blare about his great achievements (Matthew 6:2). He wants the righteousness of the Scribes and Pharisees (Matthew 5:20). The last thing that he is thinking of is humbling himself as a little child. So Jesus knows that He must first bring his high opinion of himself crashing down. He knows His man. And He knows that unless he learns that his righteousness must exceed that of the Scribes and Pharisees, he cannot enter under the Kingly Rule of God (Matthew 5:20).

Verse 18-19
‘He says too him, “Which?” And Jesus said, “You shall not kill, You shall not commit adultery, You shall not steal, You shall not bear false witness. Honour your father and mother, and, You shall love your neighbour as yourself.” ’

The young man is delighted with the answer that he must keep the commandments. This is what he is looking for. So the question now is as to which commandment will enable him to do the one good thing that will surmount all the other good things that he has done. How can he achieve the pinnacle that he is seeking?

Jesus replies, with what can only be seen as a brief summary of Matthew 5:21-48, by citing the commandments which relate to behaviour towards men, and includes within them Leviticus 19:18, that he must love his neighbour as himself. This was especially pertinent when considering the action and attitude of heart of a wealthy young man. It summarised all the other commandments. In a sense it was the pinnacle of all manward commandments (Matthew 22:39).

Note that Jesus is doing here the same thing that He has commanded His disciples to do. He is teaching men to obey all God’s commandments to their fullest extent (compare Matthew 5:17-20). That is what, in the end, salvation is all about. It is to bring us holy, unblameable and unreproveable into His sight (Colossians 1:22) through the imparting of His own mighty righteousness (Matthew 5:6). It is that we be made like Him (1 John 3:2). Nothing less than this will do. Never listen to anyone who says that you can be saved without wanting to be righteous, for the one will result in the other.

The order in which He pronounces the commandments is logical. First He pronounces four of the last five commandments in order, and then He personalises the whole in terms of parents and ‘neighbours’, thus covering all aspects of social life. No sphere remains untouched.

(Matthew is probably here summarising a wider description of what was required. Comparison with Mark and Luke reminds us that each writer gives us the pith of what was said without pretending to record the whole. It is giving us the truth of what was said. They could not record whole conversations, any more than newspaper reports do, otherwise the writers would soon have run out of space).

Verse 20
‘The young man says to him, “All these things have I observed. What do I still lack?” ’

However, the young man is now disappointed. He had had such high hopes. But all that Jesus had told him was what he had heard before from others. And yet it had not been enough. He did not stop to consider whether he had genuinely kept all these commandments (and Matthew intends us to read them in terms of the sermon on the mount). With the presumption and limited experience of a young man he was convinced that he had. And yet he knew that what he had done was not enough. He was still aware of a great lack. There was still hope for him, for at least he recognised that he was not good enough. (Once a man begins to think that he is nearly good enough, and has but a little further to go, he has lost hope. For the first principle of salvation is that a man recognise his own total inability to be good enough. That indeed was why Jesus had begun by emphasising that true goodness was of God).

Verse 21
‘Jesus said to him, “If you would be perfect, go, sell what you have, and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven, and come, follow me.” ’

So Jesus now gives him his answer, the answer to which He has been aiming. He has claimed to love his neighbour as himself, so let him become like a little child in his response to Jesus. Let him show his love for his neighbour. Let him sell all that he has, and give it to his poor neighbours (in the same way as, if he had been poor, he would have wanted others to do to him). And then let him come and follow Jesus. Here was the ‘good thing’ that he could do. And if he did it he would inherit eternal life, for no one could ever come wholly to Jesus like this and be disappointed. Jesus would do the rest. We should perhaps note that implicit in the idea of ‘following Jesus’ is listening to Him and responding fully to His words. Jesus is not just saying ‘sign on and join the ranks’. He is saying ‘respond to Me and to all I am and to all I say like a little child would, and leave the consequences to Me’ (compare John 10:27-28). He is saying ‘believe in Me and follow Me’.

For if he does this he will be being ‘perfect’ (complete) like his Father in Heaven is perfect (Matthew 5:48) because he will be distributing all that he has on the undeserving (Matthew 5:45) and then following the great Life-giver Himself, the One sent from God, the source of all truth. He will be ‘letting go, and letting God’. Furthermore by doing this he will lay up his treasure in Heaven (Matthew 6:19), (a confirmation that the contents of the sermon on the mount really are in mind in this passage). Thus if he is genuine in seeking goodness he now knows how it can be brought about, by wholly following Jesus, with all his temptations and burdens laid aside, and thus being open to all that Jesus can give him. Then the way to eternal life will have opened before him.

The later Rabbis taught that no one should immediately give away more than one fifth of their wealth. And there was wisdom in what they said. For men should give time for thought concerning such things. But Jesus’ very point is that the case was different at this point in time. For this was another indication (like the idea of possibly not marrying because the Kingly Rule of Heaven was here) that the Messianic age was here. The Kingly Rule of Heaven is among them, and is about to burst on the world. Now is the time to press forcefully into it. Now is the time for a man to put all else aside and throw in his lot with Jesus. It was neck or nothing time.

Verse 22
‘But when the young man heard the saying, he went away sorrowful, for he was one who had great possessions.’

At these words the young man was stopped short in his tracks. Up to this point he had been convinced that he would do anything that Jesus suggested. But he had not expected this. It was unfair. Jesus wanted him to take the commandments literally! He actually wanted him to do what they said (compare Matthew 7:21-27). But he knew that he could not forego his riches. And he now also knew that he could not follow Jesus while being unwilling to yield up his riches. (And he also knew that he had not after all kept all the commandments). So he was now at an impasse. And he went away sorrowfully. And Jesus let him go. For He knew that until the hold that the riches had on his heart had been broken that young man could never receive eternal life. He could never come responsively like a little child to Jesus. We may perhaps note that this young man was the first person we know of who actually openly rejected Jesus call to ‘follow Me’ (but compare Matthew 8:18-22). Soon almost the whole of Jerusalem (in contrast with the pilgrims) would do the same.

The growth in the idea of ‘following’ Jesus in Matthew is interesting, and in fact Matthew has two concepts of following. The first is the following that demands everything. The four brothers left their nets and their boats and followed Him (Matthew 4:18-22). The unknown Scribe was reminded that following Him would involve having nowhere to lay his head (Matthew 8:19-20). Another disciple was warned that he must immediately leave all the affairs of home behind to follow Him (Matthew 8:21-22). Matthew was called on to instantly leave all his business interests behind (Matthew 9:9). See also the ex-blind men in Matthew 20:34; and the women in Matthew 27:55. Indeed all who would be His disciples must take up their cross and follow Him (Matthew 10:38; Matthew 16:24). In each case this was to leave all and follow Him (Matthew 19:27). So this young man was being called on to follow in a goodly line. In contrast are those who follow because they want to learn and want to be healed, some of whom would continue to follow while others turned back (Matthew 4:25; Matthew 8:1; Matthew 8:10; Matthew 9:27; Matthew 12:15; Matthew 14:13; Matthew 19:2; Matthew 20:29, compare John 2:23-25; John 6:66). So in a sense the young man was not the first to turn back, simply the first who did it so blatantly, not recognising the crisis point at which the call had come to him.

It is often customary at this point to explain why this only applied to the rich young man. And in a sense it does, for each of us have our own idols that have to be dealt with. But we make a mistake if we think that Jesus’ demands are any less on us. For in the end it is only as, like a little child, we relinquish all that we have and come humbly to Him that we too can find life. That we too can be ‘saved’. We may do it in different ways. We may not understand all that is involved. But if there is some particular thing that has a hold over our lives then we can be sure that we cannot come like a little child to receive salvation until we are willing for that thing to be dealt with. We cannot bargain with Jesus. We cannot make a trade with Him. We must come just as we are leaving everything else behind. What He offers us is free, but it costs everything, even though we may not consciously be called on to relinquish it all at once. In this young man’s case we must remember that a crisis decision was necessary, for Jesus was on His way to Jerusalem, and He knew what lay ahead. Thus for the young man it was in a sense ‘now or never’. Never again could he be given this unique opportunity. When we are moved to seek God we should beware. It could be our last special opportunity too.

Verse 23
‘And Jesus said to his disciples, “Truly I say to you, It is hard for a rich man to enter into the kingly rule of heaven.” ’

As the young man walks away Jesus recognises the conflict that is taking place in his mind, and then turns to His disciples and says sadly, “It is hard for a rich man to enter into the Kingly Rule of Heaven.” The reason behind His statement is quite clear from the young man’s dilemma. Riches prevent a man from being willing to follow fully in His ways. And the implication of it is that if a man would enter the Kingly Rule of Heaven he must first deal with the question of his riches. For to be under the Kingly Rule of Heaven means that all his riches must be at God’s disposal. And for a rich man that is very hard.

Here was one who could have become ‘a son of the Kingly Rule of Heaven’ (Matthew 13:38) but he had turned away from it. Some see ‘the Kingly Rule of Heaven’ here in Matthew 19:23 as signifying the eternal kingly rule beyond the grave. (It cannot mean a millennial kingdom, for rich men will not find it hard to enter that). But Jesus has made abundantly clear that the Kingly Rule of Heaven has in fact ‘drawn near’ (Matthew 4:17), and that it is among them (Luke 17:21) and has ‘come upon them’ (Matthew 12:28), and is therefore there for all who will respond to it. And the impression given here is surely that the young man has been faced with that choice and has failed to take his opportunity. For the Kingly Rule of Heaven is not a place, it is a sphere of Kingly Rule, and a sphere of submission which is past, present and future.

That the Kingly Rule of Heaven, which initially was intended to result from the Exodus (Exodus 19:6; Exodus 20:1-18; Numbers 23:21; Deuteronomy 33:5; 1 Samuel 8:7), has in one sense always been open to man’s response comes out in the Psalms and is especially emphasised in Isaiah 6 (see Psalms 22:28; Psalms 103:19; Psalms 93:1; Psalms 97:1; Psalms 99:1; Isaiah 6:1-11). That it is now present among men in a unique way is made clear in Matthew 11:12; Matthew 12:28; Matthew 13:38; Luke 17:21. That it will be taken out and offered to the world is made clear in Acts 8:12, where it parallels taking out the name of Jesus; Acts 19:8, where it parallels the proclamation of ‘The Way’; Acts 20:25; Acts 28:23; Acts 28:28 where it refers to ‘the things concerning the Lord Jesus’. Paul would have had no reason for trying to persuade and teach the Jews about something that they believed in wholeheartedly, the future Kingly Rule of God. What he was seeking to bring home to them was that the Kingly Rule of God was now open to them in Jesus. Compare also how he will say in his letters that ‘the Kingly Rule of God is not eating and drinking, but righteousness, and peace, and joy in the Holy Spirit’ (Romans 14:17) and that we (believers) have been ‘transported into the Kingly Rule of His beloved Son’ (Colossians 1:13). To Paul as to Jesus the Kingly Rule of Heaven (God) was both present and future, present in experience and future in full manifestation. It can thus be entered now,

Verses 23-26
The Basis Of The New Kingly Rule - The Impossibility Of Salvation Without God Being At Work (19:23-26).
In Matthew 5:3-6 it was those who had been ‘blessed’ by God who were poor in spirit, repentant, meek, and hungry after righteousness. In Matthew 11:6 it was those who had been ‘blessed’ by God who would not be caused to stumble at the way in which Jesus was carrying out His work as the Messiah. In Matthew 11:25-26 it was the Father, Lord of Heaven and earth, who had hidden things from the wise and prudent and had revealed them to ‘babes’. In Matthew 13:16 it was because the disciples had been ‘blessed’ by God that they saw and heard. In Matthew 16:17 it was because he had been ‘blessed’ by God that Peter had recognised Jesus’ Messiahship. Now we learn that it is only those who have been so blessed by God who can be saved. In the end, therefore, the reason that the young man had gone away was because he was not one of those ‘blessed by God’. For without that it is impossible for a man to be saved. This is a constant theme of Jesus, and of Matthew. No man can come to Him except it be given him by the Father, that is, unless the Father draws him (John 6:37; John 6:39; John 6:44). For it is those who have been blessed by God who believe and who consequently have eternal life (John 6:40).

Analysis.
a Jesus said to his disciples, “Truly I say to you, It is hard for a rich man to enter into the Kingly Rule of Heaven” (Matthew 19:23).

b “And again I say to you, “It is easier for a camel to go through a needle’s eye, than for a rich man to enter into the Kingly Rule of God” (Matthew 19:24).

c And when the disciples heard it, they were greatly astonished, saying, “Who then can be saved?” (Matthew 19:25).

b And Jesus looking on them said to them, “With men this is impossible” (Matthew 19:26 a).

a “But with God all things are possible” (Matthew 19:26 b).

Note that in ‘a’ we have described for us how hard it is for a rich man to enter the Kingly Rule of Heaven and in the parallel we are informed that all things are possible with God. In ‘b’ the impossibility of a rich man entering the Kingly Rule of God is described, and in the parallel Jesus confirms that it is indeed impossible for men. Centrally in ‘c’ comes the question ‘who then can be saved’. And the answer is clearly ‘all whom God chooses to save’.

Verse 24
‘And again I say to you, “It is easier for a camel to go through a needle’s eye, than for a rich man to enter into the kingly rule of God.” ’

Jesus then seeks to make the position even clearer by the use of a well known saying. “It is easier for a camel to go through a needle’s eye, than for a rich man to enter into the kingly rule of God.” By this He is saying that it is not only hard, but will require a miracle (which is what He then goes on to point out). There is absolutely no reason for not taking the camel and the needle’s eye literally. The camel was the largest animal known in Palestine, the needle’s eye the smallest hole. The whole point of the illustration lies in the impossibility of it, and the vivid and amusing picture it presents is typical of the teaching of Jesus. Jesus no doubt had in mind the teaching of the Scribes and Pharisees, who considered that rich men were rich because they were pleasing to God (compare Psalms 112:3; Proverbs 10:22; Proverbs 22:4), and that through their riches they had even more opportunity to be pleasing to God (and mocked at any other suggestion - Luke 16:14). They taught that riches were a reward for righteousness. But Jesus sees this as so contradictory to reality that He pictures them as by this struggling to force a camel through the eye of a needle. In other words they are trying to bring together two things that are incompatible. So in His eyes their teaching was claiming to do the impossible, as the example of the rich young man demonstrated, it was seeking to make the rich godly. And the folly of this is revealed in the fact that it is ‘the deceitfulness of riches’ which is one of the main things that chokes the word (Matthew 13:22). In this regard the Psalmists regularly spoke of those who put their trust in riches, and thereby did not need to rely on God (Psalms 49:6; Psalms 52:7; Psalms 62:10; Psalms 73:12; Proverbs 11:28; Proverbs 13:7). This was not to say that rich men could not be godly. It was simply to indicate that it was unusual.

‘The Kingly Rule of God.’ It is difficult to see in context how this expression can be seen as differing in significance from ‘the Kingly Rule of Heaven’ in Matthew 19:23, for both are indicating a similar situation. It may simply therefore have been changed for the sake of variety. But we must consider the fact that Matthew’s purpose here might well be in order to emphasise the contrast between ‘man’ and ‘God’ in terms of the impossibility of entry. The camel cannot go through the eye of a needle, for the two exist in different spheres sizewise, how much less then can a RICH MAN enter into the sphere of GOD’s Kingly Rule. The idea is to be seen as almost ludicrous.

Verse 25
‘And when the disciples heard it, they were greatly astonished, saying, “Who then can be saved?” ’

The disciples, who had been brought up to believe that the rich were prosperous because of their piety, were also ‘greatly astonished’. After all the rich could also give generous alms to the poor, could make abundant gifts to the Temple, could afford to offer many offerings and sacrifices, and had the opportunity of doing so much good. And by such they made a name for themselves (compare Matthew 6:1-2) Surely none were in a better position to please God than the rich. So if they could not ‘be saved’ what hope was there for others?

They had similarly been greatly astonished at Jesus’ ‘new’ teaching about marriage (Matthew 19:10). They were awaking to the fact that Jesus was introducing a new world.

In context ‘being saved’ indicates ‘having eternal life’ (Matthew 19:16) and ‘entering into the Kingly Rule of Heaven’ (Matthew 19:23). Those who ‘are saved’ enter into a sphere which will result in eternal blessing, both in this world and the next.

Verse 26
‘And Jesus looking on them said to them, “With men this is impossible; but with God all things are possible.” ’

Jesus now points out that the age of impossibilities has arrived. He simply points out to them that God can in fact save both rich and poor. For while doing this is impossible with men, with God all things are possible. By this He first makes clear that salvation is a miracle that only God can accomplish, and secondly He draws special attention to its source. It is those whom God has chosen to ‘bless’ who will be saved. The idea that God can do the impossible is firmly imbedded in the Old Testament. See Genesis 18:14; Job 42:2; Zechariah 8:6. And now it has begun to manifest itself.

Verse 27
‘Then answered Peter and said to him, “Lo, we have left all, and followed you. What then shall we have?” ’

Peter’s question reflects the growing desire and expectation among the disciples of a future that is unfolding which will shortly result in their receiving their ‘reward’ for following Jesus. At this stage it is constantly reflected. See for example Matthew 20:20-24; Mark 9:33-35; Luke 9:46; Luke 22:24-27; and even after the resurrection in Acts 1:6. They were looking, in accordance with the beliefs of the times, for a triumphant Messianic campaign which, once God had reversed the tragedy of His betrayal and death, would result in glorious victory, freedom for the Jews, and eventual worldwide domination. And they saw themselves as being an important part of it. Thus we can understand Peter’s eager question. The glittering prize was in front of their eyes, and accordingly they were looking forward to ruling Israel, exercising authority over the nations, enjoying great riches, and taking part in the Triumph of Christ. And that is why Jesus then has to point out to them that the way in which they must do this is by vying among themselves to be the servants of all (Matthew 20:25-28; Luke 22:26-27). The greatest in the Kingly Rule of Heaven will be as a little child (Matthew 18:4). Whoever is great among them must be their servant (Matthew 20:27; Matthew 23:11). And do we think that such attitudes will change in Heaven? In Heaven men will not be seeking thrones. They will spurn thrones (Revelation 4:10). They will be eagerly asking, ‘how can I be of service’? Just as Jesus Himself will be doing (Luke 12:37; Luke 22:27). In the light of the perspective of Heaven a literal significance to Matthew 19:28 would have no meaning. It would be a totally foreign concept. In Heaven and the new earth we are not all to be behaving like kings, but are all to be seeking to be the servants of all. And the rewards will not be physical, but spiritual.

Verses 27-29
The Basis Of The New Kingly Rule - Jesus Now Explains The Future For All Who Fully Follow Him (19:27-29).
In order to fully appreciate what Jesus now says here we need to consider the similar words spoken at the Last Supper as described in Luke 22:24-30. There the context is specifically that of the disciples having false ideas about their future role, and Jesus is warning them that such ideas are to be quashed because they are dealing with something totally different than they know. There it is in the context of Him stressing that it is those who want to lord it over others (by sitting on their thrones) who are the ones who are least like what the disciples are intended to be. He stresses that in the case of the disciples it is the ones who seek to serve all, like servants serving at table, who are really the greatest, and He then points out that that is precisely what He Himself has come among them to be (compare Matthew 18:4; Matthew 20:25-28). And it is in that context that He cites the picture of the apostles as destined to sit on thrones judging the twelve tribes of Israel and expects them to understand itin terms of what He has just said(Luke 22:30).

Now taken at face value the ideas are so mutually contradictory that it is incredible. At one moment He appears to be warning them most severely against seeking lordly glory, and at the next moment He seems to be promising them precisely that and encouraging them to look forward to it, knowing that they are expecting His Kingly Rule soon to be manifested. In other words in this view He is depicted as promising them the very thing that He is at the same time trying to root out of them, and making both promises within seconds of each other. He is seemingly inculcating the very attitude that He is trying to destroy. We find this quite frankly impossible to believe. It suggests therefore that in fact Jesus meant something very different than He appears to be saying at face value, and that He expected His disciples to understand it, so that we thus need to look a little deeper at its parabolic significance in order to appreciate its significance (in the case of Luke see for this our commentary on Luke 22).

The second thing that we need to take into account in this regard is Jesus’ love for parabolic representation. Regularly in His parables His servants are pictured as men of great importance who are called on to serve faithfully. They are pictured as people placed in great authority, and that on earth for the purpose of a ministry on earth (Matthew 18:23-24; Matthew 25:14; Luke 12:42; Luke 16:1; Luke 19:12-13). They are seen as given positions of great splendour. But in contrast we have already been warned about how they must carry out that service. They are to carry it out by serving humbly (Luke 12:36-37; Luke 22:26-27; see also Matthew 18:4; Matthew 20:26-27). Thus He pictures His servants as on the one hand having great authority and power, and yet on the other as needing to be meek and lowly and menial in serving others. And He pictures the latter as the greatest service that there is, so great that it is what He Himself is doing while on earth (Matthew 20:26-28; Luke 22:26-27), and is also what He will do for them in the future Kingly Rule (Luke 12:37). For He is one Who Himself delights to serve, and is among them as One Who serves, and will go on serving into eternity for God is a God Who delights to serve and to give. He is the very opposite of what we naturally are. That is what He has done through history (note Exodus 20:1-2). So although His authority is total and His power omnipotent he continually serves His own.

Can we really think that the One Who sets such a picture before them of service is going to encourage them by presenting them with a goal that contradicts all that He has said at a time when they are vulnerable to such ideas? If there was one problem that the disciples had at this time above all others it was wrong ideas about their future importance, ideas which were making them almost unbearable (Matthew 20:20-24). Would Jesus really have been foolish enough to feed those wrong ideas by saying, ‘Don’t worry, you are going to lord it over everyone in the end’? Quite frankly it is inconceivable.

The third thing that is to be taken into account is that the promises then made to other than the twelve relate mainly to this life (Matthew 19:29). What they are promised is that whatever they lose for His sake they will gain the more abundantlyhere on earth(this is even clearer in Mark 10:30), as well as eternal life. If He wanted to encourage His disciples by pointing to their future glorified state, why did He not do the same openly with the others? Thus the obvious conclusion is that what He promises to the disciples is parallel with what He promises to the others, and that both thereforerelate mainly to this life.

The fourth point to be considered is that these words are followed immediately by a parable that warns against presumption, in which it is emphasised that God promises to deal with all men equally when it comes to ‘reward’. But this sits very uneasily with the idea that twelve of those to whom He has spoken have already been promised thrones as a reward! (Even given that the context is Matthew’s arrangement).

And the final point that has to be considered is that when James and John did take Jesus’ words here too literally and made their bid for the two most important of the twelve thrones (Matthew 20:20-22) Jesus immediately pointed out what their real destiny was, that they were not to seek thrones, but were to share His baptism of Suffering and to be servants of all as He was (Matthew 20:23-28), and this immediately following the parable where all were to receive equal. If He was really offering them literal thrones He should have been praising their ambition.

Let us now summarise the arguments:

1) The superficially obvious meaning is unlikely in view of Luke 22:24-30 where it contradicts the whole passage (see our commentary on Luke).

2) Jesus regularly speaks metaphorically of His disciples pictured in terms of high status (Matthew 18:23-24; Matthew 25:14; Luke 12:42; Luke 16:1; Luke 19:12-13), although serving in lowliness (Luke 12:36-37; Luke 22:26-27; see also Matthew 18:4; Matthew 20:26-27).

3) What is offered to the ‘others’ in Matthew 19:29 relates to a metaphorical picture of blessing on earth prior to their going on to eternal life, depicted in an exaggerated fashion. We would therefore expect that the parallel offered to the Apostles would also refer to a metaphorical picture of blessing on earth depicted in a similar exaggerated fashion.

4) The parable that immediately follows in chapter 20 refers to all receiving equal reward which sits ill with the Apostles having just been promised thrones in a future life.

5) When James and John then take what Jesus has said too literally and seek to get the best thrones they are informed that they are rather being called on to suffer and to serve, and are not to think in terms of enjoying literal thrones (Matthew 20:20-28), and this in similar terms to Luke 22:24-30.

But what then can Jesus mean by the words ‘You who have followed me, in the regeneration when the Son of man shall sit on the throne of his glory, you also will sit on twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel’ without it giving the disciples too great a sense of their own importance? What could He be trying to signify to His disciples? In the light of our criticisms above we would expect the obvious solution to be that He was indicating to them their prominent positions of service in regard to their future task on earth. Having that in mind as a possibility let us continue the phrases used and see if they at all fit in with that idea.

This first raises the question as to what Jesus means by ‘the regeneration’ (palingenesia). Now in dealing with this question the tendency is to go to apocalyptic passages in the Old Testament as interpreted in the light of Jewish apocalyptic (neither of which used palingenesia) and then to translate them in that light. But if there is one thing that is clear about Jesus it is that He is not tied in to such ideas. Rather He takes them and reinterprets them in His own way in the light of God’s programme as He sees it to be. For that is what He has come to bring, regeneration, a new creation (Romans 6:4; 2 Corinthians 5:17; Galatians 6:15).

What then is the ‘regeneration’ (palingenesia)? The word can simply means ‘a becoming again’ or a ‘being born again’. But how is it used elsewhere? It is used by the Egyptian Jewish philosopher Philo of the renewal of the earth after the flood. It is also used by Paul of the ‘renewal’ of the Holy Spirit in men’s lives when they come to Christ (Titus 3:5). Now if, as seems probable, the dove in Matthew 3:16 was symbolic of the dove returning after the flood, indicating the issuing in of a new age (Genesis 8:11), and thereby indicated the coming of a new age in the coming of the Messiah along with the deluge of the Holy Spirit, this ties in with both Philo’s use and Paul’s use. Here therefore it will indicate the new age that Jesus is introducing as begun in His ministry and consummated in the coming of the Holy Spirit. A new nation is being brought to birth. Thus it is the time when the Holy Spirit comes to renew men and women (Isaiah 44:1-5; Joel 2:28-29; Ezekiel 36:25-29; Acts 2:18). It is the time when God breathes new life into His people (Ezekiel 37:9-14). It is the time when men and women stream out from Jerusalem taking His Law (Isaiah 2:2-4). It is the time when the waters stream out from God’s Dwellingplace bringing new life to all (Ezekiel 47:1-12 as explained in John 7:37-38). In other words it has in mind the ministry of Jesus followed by Pentecost and after. Compare the description of the work of John, which was ‘to turn the hearts of the fathers to the children, and the disobedient to walk in the wisdom of the righteous’ (Luke 1:17) and that but as an introductory renewal. And that is to be followed by ‘out of your innermost beings will flow rivers of living water’ (John 7:38). This is a regeneration indeed.

But when will the Son of man be seated on the throne of His glory? Matthew makes that quite clear in Matthew 26:64, it is ‘from now on’ when He comes on clouds into the presence of the Father to receive the Kingship and the glory (Daniel 7:13-14); it is when He receives all authority in Heaven and earth (Matthew 28:18); it is when He is glorified (see John 7:39 where it is directly connected with the coming of the Spirit); see also John 12:23; it is when He receives the glory that He had with His Father before the world was (John 17:5); compare also Acts 2:34-36; Acts 7:55-56. He will thus sit on the throne of His glory after the resurrection when He is ‘glorified’ and returns to the glory that was His before the world was. That is, He receives the throne of His glory after His resurrection when He comes to His Father on the clouds of Heaven to be enthroned (Psalms 110:1 with Acts 2:34; Daniel 7:13-14). See also Revelation 4-5 where the idea of glory is prominent (Revelation 4:9; Revelation 4:11; Revelation 5:12-13). Then He will bring His throne with Him when He comes again to sit on the throne of His glory (Matthew 25:31); compare Ezekiel 1 where it is on such a throne that God carries out His judgments on the earth.

How then will the Apostles sit on thrones judging the twelve tribes of Israel? The idea is taken from Psalms 122:5. ‘Jerusalem -- there the tribes go up, even the tribes of the Lord, -- for there are set thrones for righteous judgment, the thrones of the house of David’. The picture can be compared and contrasted with Isaiah 2:2-4. The picture here is of all the tribes of Israel streaming up to Jerusalem in order to obtain truth and righteous justice from those appointed by the Davidic King, who will sit on ‘the thrones of the house of David’ (thus representing the Davidic kingship) overseeing ‘the tribes of Israel’.

In fulfilment of this Jesus is now promising to the disciples that the days when those ‘thrones of David’ will be set up under His Messiahship are shortly to come about, when here on earth they will be able to serve Him in readiness for His coming, taking responsibility for the new Israel, sharing in His authority, manifesting His glory, receiving a hundredfold in this life, and all this in terms of acting as servants just as the King Himself has (as expanded on in Matthew 20:20-28).

And this, at least initially, will be over ‘the twelve tribes of Israel’, that is the new Jewish Christian ‘congregation’ formed in Jerusalem and spreading out into the world. What better picture could there be of this than what happened in Acts 1-6? Here were twelve men anointed and empowered to serve the Lord’s anointed (Acts 4:27; Acts 4:29-30; Acts 5:31 compare Acts 2:1-4; Acts 2:33). Here was the new Israel, flowering out of the old (Romans 9:6). Thus Jesus is saying that the greater David will receive His glorious throne, and His representatives will then be established in Jerusalem as of old, bringing truth and righteous justice to the people. It is noteworthy that it was specifically in the days of David and of the Exodus (Matthew 2:15) that Israel was represented by ‘the twelve tribes’. Thus what better description of Jesus’ new congregation, seen as the product of the new Exodus (Matthew 2:15) and of Jesus’ position as the son of David (Matthew 1:1; Matthew 1:17), than ‘the twelve tribes of Israel’ who were destined for redemption and over whom David held sway.

And from Jerusalem they will continue to exercise their power (Acts 1-11, 15). And from there His word and His Law will go out to the world (Isaiah 2:2-4; Acts 1:8). And in accordance with the teaching of Jesus they will do it in humility and meekness, as servants of the people (Matthew 18:1-4; Matthew 20:25-28). There indeed they will (parabolically) ‘sit on thrones judging the twelve tribes of Israel’, as thousands flock to His new congregation.

And for the first few years of the Christian era this is precisely what happened, and it would continue ‘literally’ for some years. And then it would expand into something even greater as many Gentiles became united with the twelve tribes of Israel (James 1:1). And then the Apostles will continue to ‘sit on their thrones’ and adjudicate (Acts 11:1-18; Acts 15:6-29) while the twelve tribes of Israel expand beyond all imagining. That is how John understood it in Revelation 5:10.

For in the end the ‘twelve tribes of Israel’ becomes a description of the ‘congregation’ of Jesus Christ (Matthew 16:18; Matthew 18:17; James 1:1; Romans 9-11; Galatians 3:29; Galatians 6:16; Ephesians 2:11-22; 1 Peter 2:9 (compare Exodus 19:5-6); Revelation 7:1-8; Revelation 21:12-14). For the true church of ‘believers’ is the true Israel (John 15:1-6; Romans 11:17-26) made one in the One Who is Israel (see Matthew 2:15). For a more detailed argument see excursus below.

Jesus is thus promising His Apostles that the ‘regeneration’ will shortly come, and that as a result of their faithfulness in following Him they will then be established as His representatives of truth in Jerusalem, establishing the new Israel by His power and authority. And so it would prove to be. (They had no carefully worked out schemes like we have. They saw it all as on the verge of fulfilment and would see it in that light).

Analysis.
a Then answered Peter and said to him, “Lo, we have left all” (Matthew 19:27 a).

b “And followed you. What then shall we have?” (Matthew 19:27 b).

b And Jesus said to them, Truly I say to you, that you who have followed me, in the regeneration when the Son of man shall sit on the throne of his glory, you also will sit on twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel” (Matthew 19:28).

a “And every one who has left houses, or brethren, or sisters, or father, or mother, or children, or lands, for my name’s sake, will receive a hundredfold, and will inherit eternal life” (Matthew 19:29).

Note that in ‘a’ they have ‘left all’ and in the parallel those who have left all will receive a hundredfold. In ‘b’ they have followed Jesus and in the parallel those who have followed Him will enjoy the exercise of His authority in the new age among the new people of God.

Verse 28
‘And Jesus said to them, Truly I say to you, that you who have followed me, in the regeneration when the Son of man shall sit on the throne of his glory, you also will sit on twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel.” ’

And Jesus confirms the promise. But He is signifying a very different thing from what they are expecting. The renewal is coming, the time of blessing promised by the prophets, the time of the ‘becoming again’. For the King will shortly take the throne of His glory through resurrection (Matthew 28:18; Acts 2:34-36; Psalms 110:1 with Acts 2:34; Daniel 7:13-14; Ephesians 1:19-22; Ephesians 2:6), and then He will advance with them throughout the world making disciples of all nations and teaching them to observe all that He has commanded them (Matthew 28:18-20). And they will have a definite part to play, for they will have authority over the new congregation, and will be responsible for its maintenance and discipline (Matthew 18:15-20). Like the judges of the house of David before them they will ‘sit on thrones’, at first in Jerusalem, and then as they advance into the wider world, judging the twelve tribes of Israel, the living church of Jesus Christ (Psalms 122:5).

A moment’s thought will confirm that these words cannot be taken too literally. Jesus was speaking to the twelve. Was He then promising them twelve thrones? One of them at least would receive no throne. Thus it cannot be intended literally. Of course we try to solve the problem by debating who will be the substitute. But that is to reveal how pedantic our minds are. For there were in fact not even twelve tribes of Israel in a literal sense, nor can be for they have become too intermingled with the nations. Most of the tribes had almost completely disappeared into oblivion by the time of Jesus. Thus this is a pictorial representation of the truth, and not to be taken literally. It is indicating the authority that the Apostles will enjoy over the new congregation.

‘The throne of His glory.’ The idea that the Son of Man will sit on the throne of His glory when He comes out of suffering into the presence of the Ancient of Days is found in Daniel 7:13-14, and Jesus takes up that picture in Matthew 26:64, and declares that it will be ‘from now on’. Then He will come on clouds into the presence of the Father to receive the Kingship and the glory, and His enthronement and its consequences will be made apparent to the whole Sanhedrin. Then He will receive all authority in Heaven and earth (Matthew 28:18); then He will be glorified (see John 7:39 where it is directly connected with the coming of the Spirit); see also John 12:23; then He will receive the glory that He had with His Father before the world was (John 17:5); compare also Acts 2:34-36; Acts 7:55-56. Thus He will ‘sit on the throne of His glory’ after the resurrection when He is ‘glorified’ and returns to the glory that was His before the world was. He will receive the throne of His glory after His resurrection when He comes to His Father on the clouds of Heaven to be enthroned (Psalms 110:1 with Acts 2:34; Daniel 7:13-14 with Matthew 26:64). See also Revelation 4-5 where the idea of glory is prominent with regard to His present enthronement (Revelation 4:9; Revelation 4:11; Revelation 5:12-13). And it is then that the Apostles will exercise the authority and power that He has given them (Acts 2-11).

Later He will return on His throne when He comes again to sit on the throne of His glory (Matthew 25:31), but it is noteworthy that there is no thought there of the participation of the Apostles. We can compare with this throne Ezekiel 1; Ezekiel 3:12-13; Ezekiel 3:23; Ezekiel 10 where it is on such a transportable throne that God carries out His judgments on the earth. When He comes in glory as Judge it will be as accompanied by His holy angels (Matthew 25:31; compare Matthew 16:27; Matthew 24:30-31), not by His Apostles. This is, of course, apocalyptic language describing the indescribable in vivid human terms. The reality will be far above anything that we can imagine. (That is why from another viewpoint, the viewpoint of salvation, Jesus will bring with Him all His resurrected people, and those who are alive at His coming will be transfigured, and will rise to meet Him in the air, and so ever be with the Lord - 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18).

Verse 29
“And every one who has left houses, or brethren, or sisters, or father, or mother, or children, or lands, for my name’s sake, will receive a hundredfold, and will inherit eternal life.”

And it is not only they who will be blessed in this life. All who along with them have left houses and family and lands ‘for His sake’, they also will receive a hundred fold ‘in this time’ (Mark 9:30), and will finally inherit eternal life. Thus the way of following Jesus will be a way of great blessing on earth, when His people will receive far more than they have lost by leaving everything for His sake. The Apostles will receive ‘thrones’ and the remainder will receive ‘a hundred houses, a hundred brothers, a hundred sisters, a hundred fathers, a hundred mothers, a hundred children and a hundred pieces of land’, this flowing into eternal life. In other words they will enjoy the Kingly Rule of Heaven and its blessings now, and will enjoy it in its consummation later.

That we are not to take this too literally is also abundantly clear. Do we really want a hundred fathers, a hundred children, and vast lands? They are as symbolic as the thrones. It is rather a further pictorial representation of a greater truth, that God will give overflowing blessing in return for our sacrifices and our full dedication. To the Jew children and lands were their two most precious possessions.

‘For My name’s sake.’ Here is the central crux. Their eyes have been fixed on Him and they have followed Him. They have not done it for a church, or for themselves, or out of love for an ideal, they have done it out of love for Him. They have done it because of Who He is. And thus they will receive all the blessings that He has come to bring.

‘Will inherit eternal life.’ This specifically connects back to the previous story of the rich young man. That had begun with the question, ‘what must I do to have (inherit) eternal life?’ (Matthew 19:16; Mark 10:17). Here is the reply. What a contrast all that Jesus has just described is with the rich young man. He had returned home with his riches intact but he had lost all the spiritual blessings which have just been described, including eternal life. And he has lost his treasure in Heaven, while these who have forsaken all and followed Him have both friends, and family, and riches beyond imagining, and in the end will enjoy and inherit eternal life, both now (John 5:24; John 10:10) and in the future.

EXCURSUS On ‘Is The Church The True Israel?’
It must immediately be stressed that we are not asking whether the church is a kind of ‘spiritual Israel’, or whether it is a kind of ‘parallel Israel’. The question being asked is whether the early church saw itself as the true literal Biblical Israel, His firstborn who came from Egypt? In this regard we should note that Jesus spoke to His disciples of His new community in terms that did actually indicate Israel for He spoke of ‘building His congregation/church (ekklesia)’ (Matthew 16:18) and He did it as the One Who had truly come out of Egypt (Matthew 2:15). In the Old Testament the ‘ekklesia’ was one of the words used to indicate ‘all Israel’. This suggests therefore that Jesus was here thinking of building the true congregation of Israel. And while this came after He had said that He had come only to ‘the lost sheep of the house of Israel’ (Matthew 10:6; Matthew 15:24), (that is those of Israel who were wandering and without a shepherd), it also followed the time when His thinking clearly took a new turn following His dealings with the Syro-phoenician woman, when He began a ministry in more specifically Gentile territory, offering the children’s bread to ‘the dogs’. His ‘congregation’ was thus to be composed of both Jews and Gentiles.

But did Jesus see His new community as the new Israel? That He does is in fact made clear in John 15:1-6 where He describes Himself as the true vine with believers as the branches. The old vine has been stripped away and rooted out (Isaiah 5:1-7), and replaced by Jesus and His followers. This is confirmed in Matthew 2:15 where He is spoken of as God’s Son who is called out of Egypt, words originally referring to Israel (Hosea 11:1). He is the true representative of Israel Who alone left Egypt behind (see on Matthew 2:15), and all who would be the new Israel must be conjoined with Him.

Thus there is good reason to suggest that when Jesus in Matthew 16:18 spoke of the ‘congregation/church’, it was with the purpose of equating it with the true ‘Israel’, the Israel within Israel (Romans 9:6), as indeed it did in the Greek translations of the Old Testament where ‘the congregation/assembly of Israel’, which was finally composed of all who responded to the covenant, was translated as ‘the church (ekklesia) of Israel’. We may see this expression then as indicating that He was now intending to found a new Israel, which it later turned out would include Gentiles. Indeed this was the basis on which the early believers called themselves ‘the church/congregation’, that is the congregation of the new Israel, and while they were at first made up mainly of Jews and proselytes, this gradually developed into including both Jews and Gentiles.

That the old Israel as a whole has ceased to be so in the Apostles’ eyes is in fact made clear in Acts 4:27-28 where we read, “For in truth in this city against your holy Servant Jesus, whom you anointed, both Herod and Pontius Pilate, with the Gentilesand the peoples of Israel, were gathered together, to do whatever your hand and your council foreordained to come about.”

This follows as an explanation of a quotation from Psalms 2:1 in Acts 4:25-26 :

‘Why did the Gentiles rage,

And the peoples imagine vain things,

The kings of the earth set themselves,

And the rulers were gathered together,

Against the Lord and against His anointed --.’

The important point to note here is that ‘the peoples’ who imagined vain things, who in the Psalm were nations who were enemies of Israel, have become in Acts ‘the peoples of Israel’. Thus the ‘peoples of Israel’ who were opposing the Apostles and refusing to believe are here seen as the enemy of God and His Anointed, and of His people. It is a clear indication that old unbelieving Israel was now seen as numbered by God among the nations, and that those who have believed in Christ are seen as the true Israel. As Jesus had said to Israel, ‘the Kingly Rule of God will be taken way from you and given to a nation producing its fruits’ (Matthew 21:43). Thus the King now has a new people of Israel to guard and watch over.

The same idea is found in John 15:1-6. The false vine (the old Israel - Isaiah 5:1-7) has been cut down and replaced by the true vine of ‘Christ at one with His people’ (John 15:1-6; Ephesians 2:11-22). Here Jesus, and those who abide in Him (the church/congregation), are the new Israel. The old unbelieving part of Israel has been cut off and replaced by all those who come to Jesus and abide in Jesus, that is both believing Jews and believing Gentiles (Romans 11:17-28), who together with Jesus form the true Vine.

Thus the new Israel, the ‘Israel of God’, sprang from Jesus. And it was He Who established its new leaders who would ‘rule over (‘judge’) the twelve tribes of Israel’ (Matthew 19:28; Luke 22:30). Here ‘the twelve tribes of Israel’ refers to all who will come to believe in Jesus through His word, and the initial, if not the complete fulfilment, of this promise occurred in Acts. (See the arguments above and the arguments in our commentary on Luke 22 with regard to this interpretation). This appointment to ‘rule over (judge) the twelve tribes of Israel’ was not intended to divide the world into two parts, consisting of Jew and Gentile, with the two parts seen as separate, and with Israel under the Apostles, while the Gentiles were under other rulers, but as describing a united Christian ‘congregation’. Thus those over whom they ‘ruled’ would be ‘the true Israel’ which would include both believing Jews and believing Gentiles. These would become the true Israel.

Make no mistake this true Israel was founded on believing Jews. ItwasIsrael. The Apostles were Jews, and were to be the foundation of the new Israel which incorporated Gentiles within it (Ephesians 2:20; Revelation 21:14). And initially all its first foundation members were Jews. Then as it spread it first did so among Jews until there were ‘about five thousand’ Jewish males who were believers to say nothing of women and children (Acts 4:4). Then it spread throughout all Judaea, and then through the synagogues of ‘the world’, so that soon there were a multitude of Jews who were Christians. Here then was the initial true Israel over whom the Apostles presided.

But then proselytes (Gentile converts) and God-fearers (Gentile adherents to the synagogues) began to join and they also became branches of the true vine (John 15:1-6) and were grafted into the olive tree (Romans 11:17-28). They became ‘fellow-citizens’ with the Jewish believers (‘the saints’, a regular Old Testament name for true Israelites who were seen as true believers). They became members of the ‘household of God’ (Ephesians 2:11-22). And so the new Israel has sprung up following the same pattern as the old, and as finally incorporating believing Jews and believing Gentiles. That is why Paul could describe the new church as ‘the Israel of God’ (Galatians 6:16), because both Jews and Gentiles were now genuinely ‘the seed of Abraham’ (Galatians 3:29).

Those who deny that the church is Israel and equate Israel with the ‘old unbelieving Jews’ must in fact see all these ‘believing Jews’ as cut off from Israel (as the Jews in fact in time did). For by the late 1st century AD, the Israel for which those who deny that the church is Israel contend, was an Israel made up only of Jews who did not see Christian Jews as belonging to Israel. As far as they were concerned Christian Jews were cut off from Israel. And in the same way believing Jews who followed Paul’s teaching saw fellow Jews who did not believe as no longer being true Israel. They in turn saw unbelieving Jews as cut off from Israel. As Paul puts it, ‘they are not all Israel who are Israel’ (Romans 9:6).

For the new Israel now saw themselves as the true Israel. They saw themselves as the ‘Israel of God’. And that is why Paul stresses to the Gentile Christians in Ephesians 2:11-22; Romans 11:17-28 that they are now a part of the new Israel having been made one with the true people of God in Jesus Christ. In order to consider all this in more detail let us look back in history where we discover that there was never a time when ‘Israel’ was composed solely of Jacob’s descendants.

When Abraham entered the land of Canaan having been called there by God he was promised that in him all the world would be blessed, and this was later also promised to his seed (Genesis 12:3; Genesis 18:18; Genesis 22:18; Genesis 26:4; Genesis 28:14). But Abraham did not enter the land alone. In Genesis 14 he had three hundred and eighteen fighting men ‘born in his house’, in other words born to servants, camp followers and slaves. One of his own slave wives was an Egyptian (Genesis 16) and his steward was probably Syrian, a Damascene (Genesis 15:2). Thus Abraham was patriarch over a family tribe, all of whom with him inherited the promises,and they came from of a number of different nationalities.

From Abraham came Isaac through whom the most basic promises were to be fulfilled, for God said, ‘in Isaac shall your seed be called’ (Genesis 21:12; Romans 9:7; see also Genesis 26:3-5). Thus the seed of Ishmael, while enjoying promises from God, were excluded from the major line of promises. While prospering, they would not be the people through whom the whole world would be blessed. Jacob, who was renamed Israel, was born of Isaac, and it was to him that the future lordship of people and nations was seen as passed on (Genesis 27:29) and from his twelve sons came the twelve tribes of the ‘children of Israel’. But as with Abraham these twelve tribes would include retainers, servants and slaves. The ‘households’ that moved to Egypt would include such servants and slaves. So the ‘children of Israel’ even at this stage would include people from many peoples and nations. They included Jacob/Israel’s own descendants and their wives, together with their servants and retainers, and their wives and children, ‘many ‘born in their house’ but not directly their seed (Genesis 15:3) and many descended from different races. Israel was already a conglomerate people. Even at the beginning they were not literally descended from Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. Many of them were rather ‘adopted’.

When they left Egypt this mixed nation were joined by a ‘mixed multitude’ from many nations, who with them had been enslaved in Egypt, and these joined with them in their flight (Exodus 12:38). At Sinai these were all joined within the covenant and became ‘children of Israel’. These included an Ethiopian (Cushite) woman who became Moses’ wife (Numbers 12:1). Thus we discover that ‘Israel’ from its commencement was an international community. Indeed it was made clear from the beginning that any who wanted to do so could join Israel and become an Israelite by submission to the covenant and by being circumcised (Exodus 12:48-49). Membership of the people of God was thus from the beginning to be open to all nations by submission to God through the covenant. It was a religious community not strictly a racial one. And these all then connected themselves with one of the tribes of Israel, were absorbed into them, and began to trace their ancestry back to Abraham and Jacob even though they were not true born, and still retained an identifying appellation such as, for example, ‘Uriah the Hittite’. (Whether Uriah was one such we do not know, although we think it extremely probably. But there must certainly have been some). And there were indeed regulations as to who could enter the assembly or congregation of the Lord, and at what stage people of different nations could enter it (Deuteronomy 23:1-8) so that they then became ‘Israelites’.

That this was carried out in practise is evidenced by the numerous Israelites who bear a foreign name, consider for example ‘Uriah the Hittite’ (2 Samuel 11) and the mighty men of David (2 Samuel 23:8-28). These latter were so close to David that it is inconceivable that some at least did not become true members of the covenant by submitting to the covenant and being circumcised. Later again it became the practise in Israel, in accordance with Exodus 12:48-49, for anyone who ‘converted’ to Israel and began to believe in the God of Israel, to be received into ‘Israel’ on equal terms with the true born by circumcision and submission to the covenant. These were called ‘proselytes’. In contrast people also left Israel by desertion, and by not bringing their children within the covenant, when for example they went abroad or were exiled. These were then ‘cut off from Israel’, as were deep sinners. ‘Israel’ was therefore always a fluid concept, and was, at least purportedly, composed of all who submitted to the covenant.

This was the situation on which the prophets commented. They made quite clear that there was a distinction between the true Israel (those who were truly obedient to and responsive to God) and the Israel who were ‘Not My People’ (Hosea 1:10). Only those who were purified and refined would be the true Israel (Zechariah 13:9; Malachi 3:3).

When Jesus came His initial purpose was to call back to God ‘the lost sheep of the house of Israel’ (Matthew 10:6), and in the main, (in the first part of His ministry and with exceptions e.g. John 4), He limited His ministry to Jews. But after His dealings with the Syro-phoenician woman, He appears to have expanded His thinking, or His approach, and to have moved into more Gentile territory. And later He declared that there were other sheep that He would also call and they would be one flock with Israel (John 10:16).

Thus when the Gospel began to reach out to the Gentiles those converted were welcomed as part of that one flock. But the question that arose then was, ‘did they need to be circumcised in order to become members of the new Israel?’ Was a special proseletysation necessary, as with proselytes to old Israel, evidenced by circumcision, in accordance with Exodus 12:48?That was what the circumcision controversy was all about. If those who entered into that controversy had not seen Gentiles as becoming a part of Israel there would have been no controversy. That is why Paul’ argument was never that circumcision was not necessary because they were not becoming Israel. He indeed accepted that they would become members of Israel. But rather he argues that circumcision was no longer necessary because all who were in Christ were circumcised with the circumcision of Christ. They were already circumcised by faith. They had the circumcision of the heart, and were circumcised with the circumcision of Christ (Colossians 2:11), and therefore did not need to be circumcised again. Thus they were truly circumcised in Christ into Israel.

In Romans 11:17-24, therefore, Paul speaks clearly of converted Gentiles being ‘grafted into the olive tree’ through faith, and of Israelites being broken off through unbelief, to be welcomed again if they repent and come to Christ. Whatever we therefore actually see the olive tree as representing, it is quite clear that it does speak of those who are cut off because they do not believe, and of those who are ingrafted because they do believe, and this in the context of Israel being saved or not. But the breaking off or casting off of Israelites in the Old Testament was always an indication of being cut off from Israel. Thus we must see the olive tree as, like the true vine, signifying all who are now included within the promises, that is the true Israel, with spurious elements which cling to them being cut off because they are not really a part of them, while new members are grafted in. Any difficulty lies in the simplicity of the illustration which like all illustrations cannot cover every point.This idea also comes out regularly in the Old Testament where God made it quite clear that only a proportion of Israel would avoid His judgments (e.g. Isaiah 6:13). The remainder (and large majority) would be ‘cut off’, for although outwardly professing to be His people they were not His people. And thus it was with the people of Israel in Jesus' day. They were revealed by their fruits, which included how they responded to Jesus.

This idea also comes out regularly in the Old Testament where God made it quite clear that only a proportion of Israel would avoid His judgments (e.g. Isaiah 6:13). The remainder (and large majority) would be ‘cut off’, for although outwardly professing to be His people they were not His people. And thus it was with the people of Israel in Jesus’ day. They were revealed by their fruits, which included how they responded to Jesus.

But in Ephesians 2 Paul makes clear that Gentiles can become a part of the true Israel. He tells the Gentiles that they had in the past been ‘alienated from the commonwealth of Israel, and strangers from the covenants of the promise’ (Ephesians 2:12). They had not been a part of it. Thus in the past they had not belonged to the twelve tribes. But then he tells them that they are now ‘made nigh by the blood of Christ’ (Ephesians 2:13), Who has ‘made both one and broken down the wall of partition --- creating in Himself of two one new man’ (Ephesians 2:14-15). Now therefore, through Christ, they have been made members of the commonwealth of Israel, and inherit the promises. So they are ‘no longer strangers and sojourners, but fellow-citizens with the saints and of the household of God, being built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets’ (Ephesians 2:19-20). ‘Strangers and sojourners’ was the Old Testament description of those who were not true Israelites. It is therefore made as clear as can be that these have now entered the ‘new’ Israel. They are no longer strangers and sojourners but are now ‘fellow-citizens’ with God’s people. They have entered into the covenant of promise (Ephesians 3:29), and thus inherit all the promises of the Old Testament, including the prophecies.

So as with people in the Old Testament who were regularly adopted into the twelve tribes of Israel (e.g. the mixed multitude - Exodus 12:38), Gentile Christians too are now seen as so incorporated. That is why Paul can call the church ‘the Israel of God’, made up of Jews and ex-Gentiles, having declared circumcision and uncircumcision as unimportant because there is a new creation (Galatians 6:15-16), a circumcision of the heart. It is those who are in that new creation who are the Israel of God.

In context ‘The Israel of God’ can here only mean that new creation, the church of Christ, otherwise he is being inconsistent. For as he points out, neither circumcision nor uncircumcision matters any more. What matters is the new creation. It must therefore be that which identifies the Israel of God. For if circumcision is irrelevant then the Israel of God cannot be made up of the circumcised, even the believing circumcised, for circumcision has lost its meaning. The point therefore behind both of these passages is that all Christians become, by adoption, members of the twelve tribes.

There would in fact be no point in mentioning circumcision if he was not thinking of incorporation of believing Gentiles into the twelve tribes. The importance of circumcision was that to the Jews it made the difference between those who became genuine proselytes, and thus members of the twelve tribes, and those who remained as ‘God-fearers’, loosely attached but not accepted as full Jews. That then was why the Judaisers wanted all Gentiles to be circumcised. It was because they did not believe that they could otherwise become genuine Israelites. There could be no other reason for wanting Gentiles to be circumcised. (Jesus had never in any way commanded circumcision). But Paul says that that is not so. He argues that they can become true Israelites without being physically circumcised because they are circumcised in heart. They are circumcised in Christ. So when Paul argues that Christians have been circumcised in heart (Romans 2:26; Romans 2:29; Romans 4:12; Philippians 3:3; Colossians 2:11) he is saying that that is all that is necessary in order for them to be members of the true Israel.

A great deal of discussion often takes place about the use of ‘kai’ in Galatians 6:16 where we read, ‘as many as shall walk by this rule, peace be on them and mercy, and (kai) on the Israel of God’. It is asked, ‘does it signify that the Israel of God is additional to and distinct from those who ‘walk by this rule’, or simply define them?’ (If the Israel of God differs from those who ‘walk by this rule’ then that leaves only the Judaisers as the Israel of God, and as those who do not walk by this rule. Can anyone really contend that that was what Paul meant?) The answer to this question is really decided by the preceding argument. We cannot really base our case on arguments about ‘kai’. But for the sake of clarity we will consider the question.

It cannot be denied that ‘kai’ can mean ‘and’, and as thus indicate adding something additional. But nor can it be denied that it can alternatively mean, in contexts like this, ‘even’, and as thus equating what follows with what has gone before. ‘Kai’ in fact is often used in Greek as a kind of ‘connection’ word where in English it is redundant altogether. It is not therefore a strongly definitive word. Thus its meaning must always be decided by the context, and a wise rule has been made that we make the decision on the basis of which choice will add least to the meaning of the word in the context (saying in other words that because of its ambiguity ‘kai’ should never be stressed). That would mean here the translating of it as ‘even’, giving it its mildest influence. That that is the correct translation comes out if we give the matter a little thought. The whole letter has been emphasising that in Christ there is neither Jew nor Greek (Galatians 3:28), and that this arises because all are Abraham’s seed and heirs according to the promise. All are therefore Israel. So even had we not had the reasons that we have already considered, how strange it would then be for Paul to close the letter by distinguishing Jew from Greek, and Gentiles from the believing Jews. He would be going against all that he has just said. And yet that is exactly what he would be doing if by ‘the Israel of God’ he was exclusively indicating believing Jews. So on all counts, interpretation, grammar and common sense, ‘the Israel of God’ must include both Jews and Gentiles.

In Galatians 4:26 it is made clear that the true Jerusalem is the heavenly Jerusalem, the earthly having been rejected. This new heavenly Jerusalem is ‘the mother of us all’ just as Sarah had been the mother of Israel. All Christians are thus the children of the freewoman, that is, of Sarah (Galatians 4:31). This reveals that they are therefore the true sons of Abraham, signifying ‘Israel’. To argue that being a son of Abraham is not the same thing as being a son of Jacob/Israel would in fact be to argue contrary to all that Israel believed. Their boast was precisely that they were ‘sons of Abraham’, indeed the true sons of Abraham.

Again in Romans he points out to the Gentiles that there is a remnant of Israel which is faithful to God and they are the true Israel (Romans 11:5). The remainder have been cast off (Romans 11:15; Romans 11:17; Romans 11:20). Then he describes the Christian Gentiles as ‘grafted in among them’ becoming ‘partakers with them of the root of the fatness of the olive tree’ (Romans 11:17). They are now part of the same tree so it is clear that he regards them as now being part of the faithful remnant of Israel (see argument on this point earlier). This is again declared quite clearly in Galatians, for ‘those who are of faith, the same are the sons of Abraham’ (Galatians 3:7).

Note that in Romans 9 Paul declares that not all earthly Israel are really Israel, only those who are chosen by God. It is only the chosen who are the ‘foreknown’ Israel, the true Israel. See Romans 9:8; Romans 9:24-26; Romans 11:2. This is a reminder that to Paul ‘Israel’ is a fluid concept. It does not have just one fixed meaning.

The privilege of being a ‘son of Abraham’ is that one is adopted into the twelve tribes of Israel. It is the twelve tribes who proudly called themselves ‘the sons of Abraham’ (John 8:39; John 8:53). That is why in the one man in Christ Jesus there can be neither Jew nor Gentile (Galatians 3:28). For they all become one as ‘Israel’ by being one with the One Who in Himself sums up all that Israel was meant to be (Matthew 2:15; Isaiah 49:3), the true vine (John 15:1-6). For ‘if you are Abraham’s seed, you are heirs according to the promise’ (Galatians 3:29). To be Abraham’s ‘seed’ within the promise is to be a member of the twelve tribes. There can really be no question about it. The reference to ‘seed’ is decisive. You cannot be ‘Abraham’s seed’through Saraand yet not a part of Israel. (Indeed if we want to be pedantic we can point out that Edom in fact ceased and became, by compulsion, a part of Israel, thus adding to ‘Israel’s’ diversity. So even the Jews themselves clearly recognised that being a part of Israel was a religious matter not a racial matter).

That is why Paul can say, ‘he is not a Jew who is one outwardly --- he is a Jew who is one inwardly, and the circumcision is that of the heart’ (Romans 2:28-29 compare Romans 2:26). The true Jew, he says, is the one who is the inward Jew. So he distinguishes physical Israel from true Israel and physical Jew from true Jew.

In the light of these passages it cannot really be doubted that the early church saw the converted Gentile as becoming a member of the twelve tribes of Israel. They are ‘the seed of Abraham’, ‘sons of Abraham’, spiritually circumcised, grafted into the true Israel, fellow-citizens with the saints in the commonwealth of Israel, the Israel of God. What further evidence do we need?

In Romans 4 he further makes clear that Abraham is the father of all who believe, including both circumcised and uncircumcised (Romans 4:9-13). Indeed he says we have been ‘circumcised with the circumcision of Christ’ (Colossians 2:11). All who believe are therefore circumcised children of Abraham.

When James writes to ‘the twelve tribes which are of the dispersion’ (James 1:1) he is taking the same view. (Jews living away from Palestine were seen as dispersed around the world and were therefore thought of as ‘the dispersion’). There is not a single hint in his letter that he is writing to other than all in the churches. He therefore sees the whole church as having become members of the twelve tribes, as the true dispersion, and indeed refers to their ‘assembly’ with the same word used for synagogue (James 2:2). But he can also call them ‘the church’ (James 5:14).

Yet there is not even the slightest suggestion anywhere in the remainder of his letter that he has just one section of the church in mind. In view of the importance of the subject, had he not been speaking of the whole church he must surely have commented on the attitude of Jewish Christians to Christian Gentiles, especially in the light of the ethical content of his letter. It was a crucial problem of the day. But there is not even a whisper of it in his letter. He speaks as though to the whole church. He sees the church as one. Unless he was a total separatist (which we know he was not) it would have been impossible for him to write as he did unless he saw all as now making up ‘the twelve tribes of Israel’.

Peter also writes to ‘the elect’ and calls them ‘sojourners of the dispersion’, and includes in that description believing Gentiles. For when he speaks of ‘Gentiles’ he always means unconverted Gentiles. He clearly assumes that all that come under that heading are not Christians (1 Peter 2:12; 1 Peter 4:3). The fact that believing Gentiles are among those to whom he is writing is confirmed by the fact that he speaks to the recipients of his letter warning them not to fashion themselves ‘according to their former desires in the time of their ignorance’ (1 Peter 1:14), and as having been ‘not a people, but are now the people of God’ (1 Peter 2:10), and speaks of them as previously having ‘wrought the desire of the Gentiles’ (1 Peter 4:3). So the ‘dispersion’ that he writes to include converted Gentiles and it is apparent that he too sees all Christians as members of the twelve tribes (for as in the example above, ‘the dispersion’ means the twelve tribes scattered around the world).

In unbelieving Jewish eyes good numbers of Gentiles were in fact becoming members of the Jewish faith at that time, and on being circumcised were being accepted by the Jews as members of the twelve tribes (as proselytes). In the same way the apostles, who were all Jews and also saw the pure in Israel, believing Jews, as God’s chosen people, saw the converted Gentiles who entered the ekklesia (congregation, church) as being incorporated into the new Israel, into the true twelve tribes. But they did not see circumcision as necessary, and the reason for that was that they considered that all who believed had been circumcised with the circumcision of Christ.

Peter in his letter confirms all this. He writes to the church calling them ‘a spiritual house, a holy priesthood, a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for God’s own possession’ (1 Peter 2:5; 1 Peter 2:9), all terms which in Exodus 19:5-6 indicate Israel.

Today we may not think in these terms but it is apparent that to the early church to become a Christian was to become a member of the true twelve tribes of Israel. That is why there was such a furore over whether circumcision, the covenant sign of the Jew, was necessary for Christians. It was precisely because they were seen as entering the twelve tribes that many saw it as required. Paul’s argument against it is never that Christians do not become members of the twelve tribes (as we have seen he actually argues that they do) but that what matters is spiritual circumcision, not physical circumcision. Thus early on Christians unquestionably saw themselves as the true twelve tribes of Israel.

This receives confirmation from the fact that the seven churches (the universal church) is seen in terms of the seven lampstands in chapter 1. The sevenfold lampstand in the Tabernacle and Temple represented Israel. In the seven lampstands the churches are seen as the true Israel.

Given that fact it is clear that reference to the hundred and forty four thousand from all the tribes of Israel in Revelation 7 is to Christians. But it is equally clear that the numbers are not to be taken literally. The ‘twelve by twelve’ is stressing who and what they are, not how many there are. There is no example anywhere else in Scripture where God actually selects people on such an exact basis. Even the seven thousand who had not bowed the knee to Baal (1 Kings 19:18) were a round number based on seven as the number of divine perfection and completeness. The reason for the seemingly exact figures is to demonstrate that God has His people numbered and that not one is missing (compare Numbers 31:48-49). The message of these verses is that in the face of persecution to come, and of God’s judgments against men, God knows and has sealed His own. But they are then described as a multitude who cannot be numbered (only God can number them).

It is noticeable that this description of the twelve tribes is in fact artificial in another respect. While Judah is placed first as the tribe from which Christ came, Dan is omitted, and Manasseh is included as well as Joseph, although Manasseh was the son of Joseph. Thus the omission of Dan is deliberate, and Ephraim, Joseph’s other son, is excluded by name, but included under Joseph’s name. (This artificiality confirms that the idea of the tribes is not to be taken literally). The exclusion of Dan is because he is a tool of the Serpent (Genesis 49:17), and the exclusion of the two names is because of their specific connection with idolatry in the Old Testament.

So here in Revelation, in the face of the future activity of God against the world, He provides His people with protection, and marks them off as distinctive from those who bear the mark of the Beast. God protects His true people. And there is no good reason for seeing these people as representing other than the church of the current age. The fact is that we are continually liable to persecution, and while not all God’s judgments have yet been visited on the world, we have experienced sufficient to know that we are not excluded. In John’s day this reference to ‘the twelve tribes’ was telling the church as a whole that God had sealed them, and had numbered them, so that while they must be ready for the persecution to come, they need not fear the coming judgments of God that he, John, will now reveal, for they are under God’s protection. (In fact, of course, both in Jesus’ day and our own day twelve genetically pure tribes of Israel did not and do not exist. They are lost in the mist of time).

In fact the New Testament elsewhere confirms to us that all God’s true people are sealed by God. Abraham received circumcision as a seal of ‘the righteousness of (springing from) faith’ (Romans 4:11), but circumcision is replaced in the New Testament by the ‘seal of the Spirit’ (2 Corinthians 1:22; Ephesians 1:13; Ephesians 4:30). It is clear that Paul therefore sees all God’s people as being ‘sealed’ by God in their enjoyment of the indwelling Holy Spirit and this would suggest that John’s description in Revelation 7 is a dramatic representation of that fact. His people have been open to spiritual attack from earliest New Testament days (and before) and it is not conceivable that they have not enjoyed God’s seal of protection on them. Thus the seal here in Revelation refers to the sealing (or if someone considers it future, a re-sealing) with the Holy Spirit of promise. The whole idea behind the scene is in order to stress that all God’s people have been specially sealed.

In Revelation 21 the ‘new Jerusalem’ is founded on twelve foundations which are the twelve Apostles of the Lamb (Revelation 21:14), and its gates are the twelve tribes of the children of Israel (Revelation 21:12). The new Jerusalem thus combines both. Indeed in Matthew Jesus has said that he would found his ‘church’ on the Apostles and their statement of faith (Revelation 16:18) and the idea behind the word ‘church’ (ekklesia) here was as being the ‘congregation’ of Israel. (The word ekklesia is used of the latter in the Greek Old Testament). Jesus had come to establish the new Israel. Thus from the commencement the church were seen as being the true Israel, composed of both Jew and Gentile who entered within God’s covenant, the ‘new covenant’, as it had been right from the beginning, and they were called ‘the church’ for that very reason.

In countering these arguments it has been said that‘Every reference to Israel in the New Testament refers to the physical descendants of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.’And another expositor has added the comment, ‘This is true in the Old Testament also.’

Let us then consider these statements. And the truth is that such statements are not only a gross oversimplification, but are in fact totally untrue. They are an indication of mindset, not of considering the facts. For as we have seen above if there is one thing that is absolutely sure it is that many who saw themselves as Israelites were notphysical descendants of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob(regardless of how we think about the term ‘Israel’). Many were descended from the servants of the Patriarchs who went down into Egypt in their ‘households’, and were from a number of nationalities. Others were part of the mixed multitude which left Egypt with Israel (Exodus 12:38). They were adopted into Israel, and became Israelites, a situation which was sealed by the covenant.

Indeed it is made quite clear that anyone who was willing to worship God and become a member of the covenant through circumcision could do so and became accepted on equal terms as ‘Israelites’ (Exodus 12:47-49). They would then become united with the tribe among whom they dwelt or with which they had connections. That is why there were regulations as to who could enter the assembly or congregation of the Lord, and when (Deuteronomy 23:1-8). Later on proselytes would also be absorbed into Israel. Thus ‘Israel’ was from the start very much a conglomerate, and continued to be so. There was no way in which it could be seen as being composed only of physical descendants of Abraham unless we ignore the testimony of the Old Testament. They may have tried to convince themselves that they were, but there was absolutely no way in which it was true.

Nor is it true that in Paul ‘Israel’ always means ‘physical Israel’. When we come to the New Testament Paul can speak of ‘Israel after the flesh’ (1 Corinthians 10:18). That can only suggest that he also conceives of an Israel not ‘after the flesh’. That conclusion really cannot be avoided.

Furthermore, when we remember that outside Romans 9-11 Israel is only mentioned by Paul seven times, and that 1 Corinthians 10:18 clearly points to another Israel, one not after the flesh (which has been defined in Matthew 19:1-18), and that that is one of the seven verses, and that Galatians 6:16 is most satisfactorily seen as signifying the church of Jesus Christ and not old Israel at all (or even converted Israel), the statement must be seen as having little force. In Ephesians 2:11-22 where he speaks of the ‘commonwealth of Israel’ he immediately goes on to say that in Christ Jesus all who are His are ‘made nigh’, and then stresses that we are no more strangers and sojourners but are genuine fellow-citizens, and are of the household of God. If that does not mean becoming a part of the true Israel and entering the commonwealth of Israel it is difficult to see what could.

Furthermore in the other four references (so now only four out of seven) it is not the present status of Israel that is in mind. The term is simply being used as an identifier in a historical sense in reference to connections with the Old Testament situation. It is simply referring to the Israel of the Old Testament days (of whom some were ‘Not My people’). So Paul does not refer to the Jews of his own time as ‘Israel’. Thus the argument that ‘Israel always means Israel’ is not very strong. Again in Hebrews all mentions of ‘Israel’ are historical, referring back to the Old Testament. They refer to Israel in the past. Again the present Jews are not called Israel. In Revelation two mentions out of three are again simply historical, while many would consider that the other actually does refer to the church (Revelation 7:4).

However, in Romans 9-11 it is made very clear that the term ‘Israel’ can mean more than one thing. When Paul says, ‘they are not all Israel, who are of Israel’ (Romans 9:6) and points out that it is the children of the promise who are counted as the seed (Matthew 9:8), we are justified in seeing that there are already two Israels in Paul’s mind, one which is the Israel after the flesh, and includes old unconverted Israel, and one which is the Israel of the promise.

And when he says that ‘Israel’ have not attained ‘to the law of righteousness’ while the Gentiles ‘have attained to the righteousness which is of faith’ (Romans 9:30-31) he cannot be speaking of all Israel because it is simply not true that none in Israel have attained to righteousness. Jewish believers have also attained to the righteousness which is of faith, and have therefore attained the law of righteousness. For many had become Christians as we have seen in Acts 1-5. Thus here ‘Israel’ must mean old, unconverted Israel, not all the (so-called) descendants of the Patriarchs, and must actually exclude believing Israel, however we interpret the latter, for ‘Israel did not seek it by faith’ while believing Israel certainly did.

Thus here we seethree uses of the term Israel, each referring to a different entity. One is all the old Israel, which includes both elect and non-elect (Romans 11:11) and is therefore a partly blind Israel (Romans 11:25), one is the Israel of promise (called in Romans 11:11 ‘the election’), and one is the old Israel which does not include the Israel of promise, the part of the old Israel which is the blind Israel. The term is clearly fluid and can sometimes refer to one group and sometimes to another.

Furthermore here ‘the Gentiles’ must mean those who have truly come to faith, and not all Gentiles. It cannot mean all Gentiles, for it speaks of those who have ‘attained to the righteousness of faith’ (which was what old Israel failed to obtain when it strove after it). Thus that term is also fluid. (In contrast, in 1 Peter ‘Gentiles’ represents only those who are unconverted. Thus all words like these must be interpreted in their contexts).

When we are also told that such Gentiles who have come to faith have become ‘Abraham’s seed and heirs according to the promise’ (Galatians 3:29) we are justified in seeing these converted Gentiles as having become part of the new Israel, along with the converted Jews. They are now actually stated to be ‘the seed of Abraham’. This clarifies the picture of the olive tree. Old unconverted Israel are cut out of it, the converted Gentiles are grafted into it. Thus old Israel are no longer God’s people while the converted Gentiles are.

It may then be asked, ‘What then does Paul mean when he says that ‘all Israel will be saved’?’ (Romans 11:26). It clearly cannot mean literally ‘all’ of old Israel, both past and present, for Scripture has made quite clear that not all of them will be saved. Does it then mean all Israel at the time that the fullness of the Gentiles has come in? That is unlikely as there is no stage in world history where all the people of a nation have been saved at one point in time. It would not be in accordance with God’s revealed way of working. But, and this is the important proof that all the old Israel will not be saved, it would also make nonsense of those passages where God’s final judgment is poured out on Israel, and it is therefore clear that all Israel will not be saved. Does he then mean ‘all the true Israel’, those elected in God’s purposes, ‘the remnant according to the election of grace’ (Romans 11:5), who will be saved along with the fullness of the Gentiles? That is certainly a possibility. And if that is to happen in the end times it will require a final revival among the Jews in the end days bringing them to Christ. For there is no other name under Heaven given among men by which men can be saved. We would certainly not want to deny the possibility of God doing that. That may be why He has gathered the old nation back to the country of Israel.

But the most likely meaning is that it refers to the ‘all Israel’ who are part of the olive tree, including both Jews and the fullness of the Gentiles. That in context seems to be its most probable significance, and most in accordance with what we have seen above. After all, ‘all Israel’, if it includes the Gentiles, could not be saved until the fullness of the Gentiles had come in.

But what in fact Paul is finally seeking to say is that in the whole salvation history God’s purposes will not be frustrated, and that in the final analysis all whom He has chosen and foreknown (Romans 11:2) will have come to Him, whether Jew or Gentile, and will have become one people.

In the light of all this it is difficult to see how we can deny that in the New Testament all who truly believed were seen as becoming a part of the new Israel, the ‘Israel of God’.

But some ask, ‘if the church is Israel why does Paul only tell us that it is so rarely?’. The answer is twofold. Firstly the danger of the use of the term and as a result causing people to be confused. And secondly because he actually does so most of the time. For another way of referring to Israel in the Old Testament was as ‘the congregation’ (LXX church). Thus a reference to the ‘church’ (congregation) does indicate the new Israel to all who know the Old Testament.

But does this mean that old Israel can no longer be seen as having part on the purposes of God? If we meanasold Israel then the answer is yes. As old Israel they are no longer relevant for the true Israel are the ones who are due to receive the promises of God. But if we mean as ‘converted and becoming part of believing Israel’ then the answer is that the God will have a purpose for them. Any member of old Israel can become a part of the olive tree by being grafted in again. And there is a welcome to the whole of Israel if they will believe in Christ. Nor can there be any future for them as being used in the purposes of God until they believe in Christ. And then if they do they will become a part of the whole, not superior to others, or inferior to others, but brought in on equal terms as Christians and members of ‘the congregation’. It may well be that God has brought Israel back into the land because he intends a second outpouring of the Spirit like Pentecost (and Joel 2:28-29). But if so it is in order that they might become Christians. It is in order that they might become a part of the new Israel, the ‘congregation (church) of Jesus Christ’. For God may be working on old Israel doing His separating work as He constantly works on old Gentiles, moving them from one place to another in order to bring many of them to Christ. It is not for us to tell Him how He should do it. But nor must we give old Israel privileges that God has not given them.

But what then is the consequence of what we have discussed? Why is it so important? The answer is that it is important because it is this very fact (that true Christians today are the only true people of God) that means that all the Old Testament promises relate to them, not by being ‘spiritualised’, but by them being interpreted in terms of a new situation. It is doubtful if today anyone really thinks that swords and spears will be turned into ploughshares and pruninghooks. However we see it that idea has to be modernised. In the same way therefore we have to ‘modernise’ in terms of the New Testament many of the Old Testament promises. Jerusalem must become the Jerusalem that is above. ‘The land’ promised to Abraham becomes a land enjoyed above, the ‘better country’ (Hebrews 11:10; Hebrews 11:16). Sacrifices and offerings must become spiritual sacrifices and offerings (are Christians to be the only ones in the new age who kill and ‘hurt in His holy mountain’? - Isaiah 11:6-9). And so on. But the central principles of the prophecies remain true once the parabolic elements are reinterpreted. And they apply to the whole Israel of God.

End of Excursus.

Verse 30
“But many will be last who are first, and first who are last.”

After referring to the blessings that His disciples will enjoy as they labour for Him Jesus adds a warning to make all beware of presumption. Presumption is to be avoided because all will be rewarded equally, and God will deal with each one as He wills. This statement would sit very strangely if He had already just promised thrones to the Apostles as a guaranteed future blessing after they had performed their labours, and especially so as one of whom would certainly not receive one. But it does sit very well if those thrones signified their time of working in the vineyard.

Jesus’ point is that their walk in the Spirit (Matthew 12:28; Matthew 3:11) must be maintained. For many who get in early, and develop quickly, but find the going hard, will finish up last, because their attitude is poor. While many who start slowly and develop more gradually will end up first. For each of us progress must thus be continuous if we are to receive the fullest blessing, whether we commence at the first hour or the eleventh hour. This is what the ensuing parable is now all about as Matthew 19:16 makes clear.

But it is also about something else, and that is the pure goodness of the owner of the vineyard. It make quite clear that he represents God. Only God would show such goodness in such a fashion. For His concern was not only to get the harvest in, or the work done, but also to give full satisfaction even to those who did not deserve it.

